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			Prologue

		

	
		
			Prologue for the English Edition

			by His Eminence 
Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos 
of Nafpaktos and Saint Vlasios

			The Apostle Paul, referring to Melchizedek who was a figure of Christ in the Old Testament, says that he was “without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life; but made like unto the Son of God; abideth a priest continually.”1 Interpreting this passage, Saint Maximos the Confessor, who wonderfully joined hesychasm2* with the confession of Orthodox faith, wrote that this life of Melchizedek is repeated within the Church. Thus, everyone who has mortified his “members which are upon the earth,”3 obliterated his carnal way of thinking, completely shaken off his relation to the flesh (which divides our love that ought to be only for God), and by grace has even renounced all the characteristics of the flesh and the world so that he can repeat the words of the Apostle Paul, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?”4—the same has become like Melchizedek “without father, without mother, without descent” because the flesh and nature cannot hold him back due to the connection with the spirit that has arisen in him.

			It is evident that the Fathers of the Church reveal the depth and height of the spiritual life when they interpret the words of Christ and the Apostles. These levels can be attained only by those who seek their “justification”5 and sanctification.

			To this category belongs the blessed ascetic of the Holy Mountain,* Elder Joseph the Hesychast and Cave-dweller, whose biography is sketched in this book by his spiritual son, Archimandrite Ephraim of Philotheou. Both before and after its publication in Greek I read the life of this Elder of blessed memory, and I marveled at his ascesis* in Christ, his godly zeal, his unceasing inspiration, and the impetus of his spirit towards God, as acknowledged by his disciples* in Christ and especially by his biographer, Archimandrite Ephraim of Philotheou, to whose request to write a prologue now that it is being published in English I gladly accede.

			His struggles in the caves of the Holy Mountain, the prayer of the Holy Spirit in his heart* “with groanings that cannot be uttered,”6 his tears and strong cries “unto him that was able to save him from death,”7 his all-night vigils, his laborious ascesis, as well as his Christ-like love were heard “as the voice of many waters”8 throughout the world and reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth. The words, “Wherefore criest thou unto me?”9 that God said to Moses on account of his mystical inner prayer, must have been said also to the ceaselessly praying Elder Joseph, who through his prayers and godly counsels miraculously benefited the suffering race of man.

			Elder Joseph, the hesychast and cave-dweller, wrestled mightily with the powers of Satan, “against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.”10 With the strength of Christ, Who was “manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil,”11 “that through death he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil,”12 Elder Joseph knew the devil’s cunning “devices”13 and was thus freed from the reign of the power of the devil, death, and sin, and became a genuine theologian through experience. His wrestling with the devil and the devil’s powers is the evangelical life proclaimed by Christ and the Apostles, and it is the essence of man’s freedom from the power of death.

			Thus, not only did Elder Joseph become a new Melchizedek of divine grace (according to the words of Saint Maximos the Confessor), but this same life was inherited also by his biographer, Elder Ephraim of Philotheou, who through indefatigable struggles was counted worthy of the great spiritual gift of witnessing the experiential theology of his Elder, by enduring “the ways that are hard for the sake of the words of God,”14 and he proclaimed to the world His grandeur. Besides, according to the words of the Apostle Paul, the spiritual life is a birth in Christ that happens from spiritual fathers through the Gospel: “For though ye have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet have ye not many fathers: for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the Gospel.”15 This means that Holy Tradition is passed on from generation to generation (as is biological life) by living organisms. This is accomplished through keeping the commandments of God and by living the Gospel of life and salvation. Dead organisms—that is, those who lack the spirit of life—are unable to transmit the life of God to their spiritual children, who in reality are God’s children.

			It is possible that some people who read the marvelous ascetical feats of Elder Joseph that are described in this book will be intimidated and discouraged. However, these feats are works of God’s grace that were accomplished by man’s cooperation. In the lives of the prophets, Apostles, and saints, we observe that they were led by the grace of God from a contranatural state to a natural state, and then attained a supernatural state. It was through this kind of living faith that the righteous in the Old Testament “subdued kingdoms, wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, waxed valiant in fight, turned to flight the armies of the aliens.”16 All these things that the Apostle Paul describes are not fanciful tales but realities, for they took place by the grace of God, as we see in the epistle to the Hebrews: The saints “wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins; being destitute, afflicted, tormented; (of whom the world was not worthy) they wandered in deserts, and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth.”17 All of them “obtained a good report through faith,”18 and their ascetical works are feats and experiences of life in Christ. An ascetic lives in the wilderness, but he is not alone since the Holy Spirit works within him, and he himself is a temple of the Holy Spirit, and he always has God Himself as his companion.

			Besides, faith is not an intellectual state, but rather it “is the substance of things hoped for, the proof of things not seen”19 The importance of this excerpt lies in the words “substance” and “proof.”

			Faith is real and affirmative because he who unites himself with Christ (Who is the “substantive faith”) has personal experience and can also personally verify the living relation with Christ: that is, there are solid proofs or confirmations.

			Life in the Holy Spirit and in Christ is not a sentimental state, nor is it a product of cogitation and ideology, but it is psychosomatic experience [i.e., involving both the soul and the body], since the entire man acquires the certainty of communion with God—that is, both soul and body are purified, illumined, and divinized. God makes a personal covenant with those who love Him, as the Prophet Jeremiah informs us20 and as the Apostle Paul verifies: “This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, saith the Lord; I will put my laws into their mind, and write them in their hearts: and I will be to them a God, and they shall be to me a people: And they shall not teach every man his neighbour, and every man his brother, saying, Know the Lord: for all shall know me, from the least to the greatest.”21 This means that knowledge* of God is personal and experiential; it is an expression of the covenant that God made with man in his heart. It is then that the commandments of God are written in his heart.

			Let no one object by claiming that the efforts and struggles of Elder Joseph and his hesychastic tradition are foreign to Christianity, since by reading the Holy Scripture carefully we see that all of us have received a command to live within the scope of hesychastic tradition. Otherwise, the “Sabbath-rest” and the godly “rest” that all Christians are exhorted to live could not be explained: “There remaineth therefore a Sabbath-rest to the people of God. For he that is entered into his rest, he also hath ceased from his own works, as God did from his. Let us labour therefore to enter into that rest, lest any man fall after the same example of unbelief.”22 This refers to sacred hesychasm, the life of watchfulness* described in the Philokalia. Likewise, one who objects would not be able otherwise to explain the passage: “that Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith,”23 nor those passages that refer to the love of God which “is shed abroad in our hearts”24 and that we acquire in the heart “the earnest of the Spirit”25 and that the heart, “the inner man strengthened with might by His Spirit,”26 is the “tablets” on which the epistle of God and the Apostles is “written in our hearts, known and read of all men: Forasmuch as ye are manifestly declared to be the epistle of Christ ministered by us, written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God; not in tablets of stone, but on fleshy tablets of the heart.”27 All these things are not symbolic, allegorical, sentimental, or ethical—they are real. They refer to the prayer that occurs with the grace of God within the inner area of the spiritual heart when man has become a temple of the Holy Spirit.

			Within the spiritual heart, in “the hidden man of the heart,”28 is the holy altar in which God is glorified, and it is there that the “mystical sacrifice of the nous”* must be made, according to the exhortation of the Apostle Peter: “sanctify the Lord God in your hearts.”29 It is there that the “priest of God’s grace” serves with unceasing prayer, even if he is not a clergyman, according to the words of the apostle, “pray without ceasing.”30 Within the spiritual heart, after it has been purified, the nous finds the grace of baptism and chrismation, it meets the sacred altar of the inner holy temple where through noetic prayer* the ceaseless internalized liturgy is performed, which ignites even more the desire for participation in the Divine Liturgy that is performed in the holy temple on earth, and increases the desire for communion of the Body and Blood of Christ. This inner liturgy causes man to glorify the Trinitarian God for everything performed in the Church; it incites him to revere the priesthood, honor the saints, love whatever God loves, and rejoice in Orthodoxy.

			This is the kind of priest of the inner altar that blessed Elder Joseph was, whose biography is written in this book with the personal insights of his faithful disciple. Elder Joseph possessed heavenly zeal, he was “violent” for the kingdom of God and implemented the saying of Christ: “the Kingdom of Heaven suffereth violence, and the violent take it by force.”31 He went out, according to the exhortation of the Apostle Paul, “outside the camp, bearing the reproach of Christ.”32 In other words, he went outside society and outside the cenobitic* monasteries into the wilderness of Mount Athos,* bearing the reproach of Christ. He bore the reproach of supposedly being deluded, and “he learned obedience by the things which he suffered”33—that is, he suffered and learned the mysteries of the Kingdom of God. He struggled not only with his body but also with the carnal way of thinking in order to apply the words of the Apostle Paul: “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, that ye should obey it in the lusts thereof. Neither yield ye your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto sin: but yield yourselves unto God, as those that are alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness unto God.”34 He was imbued with a “rush” of the Spirit, as the Prophet Ezekiel bore witness: “The Spirit lifted me up and took me away, and I went in a rush of my spirit, and the hand of the Lord was strong upon me. And I came into the captivity high up….”35 He became a prophet of the New Testament and formed a choir of prophets36—in other words, a choir of blessed monastics who pray noetically in their hearts until this day, as successors of this fire-bearing monk, in the words of the Psalms: “His seed shall be mighty upon the earth.”37 The spiritual seed he received from God was so mighty that its strength spreads throughout the earth with his teaching, and it makes people born again, rendering them children of God.

			Blessed Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia served liturgy regularly at the little chapel of Saint Basil in the hut of Elder Joseph in the heart of the wilderness of the Holy Mountain. When he revisited that chapel towards the end of his life, he gave the following remarkable testimony: “May his memory be eternal! May his memory be eternal! We were satiated with grace! We were satiated with grace! For three years beside Geronda* here, I drank water—the water of Paradise!”38 This testimony of Elder Ephraim of Katounakia regarding the “satiation” of God’s grace—which in reality is an “insatiable satiety”—challenges us and invites us to marvel and experience the life that is hidden within the depth of the Orthodox Church and the Holy Mountain in a time of hunger and thirst for the righteousness of God that are the result of harsh scholasticism and fruitless moralism.

			The world in which we live is dominated by the rationalism of the Age of Enlightenment, the eudaemonism39 of Romanticism, and the dualistic relation between pleasure and pain of life after the Fall. This is why the world needs such lofty and wondrous role models who live Orthodox hesychasm—that luminous “lounge” of our Church, the treasure of Orthodox Tradition, the method that leads to knowledge of God. The divinized saints are fruits of God’s grace and glorious children of the Church, even if this seems strange to the man who is clothed with the “coats of skins”40 of mortality, corrupted nature, and deified logic.

			I invoke the prayers of Elder Joseph and his biographer that all of us (each one according to his state) may live the tradition of watchfulness and noetic prayer, which goes hand in hand with the sacramental life of the Church and is the authentic, applied life of the Gospel that leads man from mere being to well-being.

			Come, then, O readers, and behold a heavenly man and earthly angel, a hermit monk and citizen of heaven, a man who lived and fell asleep “in the spirit and power of the Prophet Elijah,”41 and glorify the holy God in Trinity, Who glorifies His friends.

			Notes
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			About This Book

			Since the repose of Elder Joseph the Hesychast fifty years ago, our Elder Ephraim has continually told us many stories about him. These inspiring stories prompted us to begin collecting them in written form. To do this, we gathered cassette recordings of his homilies and wrote down, word for word, what he said about his Elder Joseph.

			Seeing that this collection comprised nearly an entire biography, we decided to complete it by including stories written or spoken by other disciples of Elder Joseph—primarily Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, Elder Haralambos of Dionysiou, and Elder Joseph of Vatopedi—as well as autobiographical excerpts from Elder Joseph’s own letters. Then, to form these pieces into a contiguous biography, we merely added a few sentences of our own to make smooth connections between anecdotes. The final editing was completed by Father Stephanos Anagnostopoulos of Pireaus, who painstakingly reviewed our 700-page rough draft, removed extraneous information, clarified anything obscure, reworded anecdotes that were too colloquial, and summarized redundant statements.

			Thus, this book is the product of several people’s efforts; nevertheless, we have attributed the authorship to Elder Ephraim because his words comprise the vast majority of this book.

			This English edition includes several anecdotes from our original 700-page rough draft that had been omitted from the published Greek edition. We also rearranged a few sections and occasionally translated sentences directly from that first draft rather than from the printed version. As a result, this English version presents a more complete biography of Elder Joseph with more direct quotes from Elder Ephraim.

			—the Fathers of St. Anthony’s Monastery

		

	
		
			1. 

			In the World

		

	


			His Early Years

			His Family

			Elder Joseph was born in the village of Lefkes on the island of Paros, the third largest island of the Cyclades.1 The island is known for the marvelous Hundred Arches Church, which was built in the fourth century by St. Helen. It is known also for its renowned Longovardas and Thapsanon Monasteries of the holy Elder Philotheos Zervakos.

			The name of Elder Joseph’s mother was Maria Rangousis. She was born in Lefkes in 1871. When she was about seventeen years old, she married her first husband, Leonardo Zoumis, whose parents were refugees from Odessa, Russia, which is now a part of southern Ukraine. Leonardo and Maria had two children: Michael and an infant who died before he was baptized. Leonardo died when he was only twenty years old, and thus Maria remarried in 1890. Her second husband was George Kottis (1867–1907), an illiterate farmer. He was poor but very pious and extremely modest, and he passed these virtues on to his children.

			George and Maria had nine children. The first three died when they were young: Marouso (the first) lived until about 1901, Ergina (the first) died before 1896, and another girl who died before she was baptized. The other six lived, and their names were, in order of age: Ergina (the second), Emmanuel, Francis (Elder Joseph), Leonardo, Marouso (the second), and Nicholas (the future Fr. Athanasios). Francis was born on November 2, 1897.2 In 1907, as soon as Nicholas was born, their father died at the age of forty.

			Their small house in the village was across from the place where the public library is today. Eight small stone steps led to the entrance of this house, which consisted of merely two little rooms, each one about one hundred square feet (or nine square meters). In these two rooms lived the parents and their seven children. This is where Francis lived for about seventeen years. It is remarkable that so many people were able to live in such a small space, even though it is true that small houses often bring more warmth, togetherness, love, and joy to a family. Today, that tiny house has been changed into a little souvenir shop owned by the grand niece of Elder Joseph.

			[image: ]

			The mother of Elder Joseph, Maria, sitting in the lower right corner (wearing a scarf on her head) with her siblings and relatives.

			

	

His Mother

			Elder Joseph’s mother, Maria, was truly a godly person: modest, with natural self-reproach, and a sense of her own sinfulness—gifts that she cultivated in her children. She had simplicity and purity of soul, and sometimes even saw visions when she went to church, either during a church service or when she was just there to clean.

			The day Francis was born, she had a vision while lying in bed with her newborn baby boy. It seemed to her as if the roof of the house opened up and a young man full of grace appeared. He was so bright that she could hardly look at him. The angel approached the infant and began writing his name on a tablet. Maria wondered what he was doing and inquired with concern:

			“What are you doing there? Why are you writing his name?”

			“The King needs him,” replied the angel.

			“No! You can’t take this baby. He’s mine!”

			“I’m telling you, it is written,” answered the angel as he showed her a list.

			Since her first children had died young, she surmised that the angel wanted to take Francis prematurely also. Whenever she remembered the angel’s appearance, she wept inconsolably with motherly pain. However, as time passed and Francis grew up without dying, she realized that the enrollment meant that the King of Heaven was calling Francis to the army of His earthly angels, to monasticism.

			On another occasion she experienced a fearsome vision of hell. As soon as she regained her senses, she said to little Francis:

			“Oh! My child, what have I seen!”

			“What did you see, Mama?”

			“I saw that I went to hell and the tormented people were boiling like beans bobbing up and down in a pot; they kept going in and out of the hellfire.”

			She was a simple person. One day when Francis was older, he took her to a movie theatre to show her a motion picture for the first time in her life. When the movie depicted a burning room, she thought it was real and starting shouting, “Fire! Fire!”
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			The village of Lefkes in 1896 where Elder Joseph was born.

			

	

Life as a Child

			St. Arsenios of the Holy Mountain (1800–1877) had left a great influence on the island of Paros at the time little Francis was growing up there. St. Arsenios had worked with exceptional zeal as a confessor for the spiritual formation of the people of Paros. The pious people of the island loved him so much that they honored him as a saint even when he was still alive.

			Another shining example of sanctity that directly influenced Francis and his family was the priest of their village, Fr. George Aspropoulos (1863–1929). When Fr. George served the Liturgy, his face changed and became so radiant that people could not look at him. Recalling those Liturgies, his chanter later said: “What sublime moments! We had the feeling that he was seeing saints and that angels were ministering to him. When he served, no one dared to speak to him because they didn’t want to interrupt him when he was completely absorbed in prayer to God.” When Fr. George fell asleep in the Lord, his body was fragrant “like the smell of a fine incense not of this world.”3

			It was in this strictly ecclesiastical climate that little Francis was raised. He would remember being young and people telling him: “Children, it is Great Lent; don’t play so much; don’t talk and laugh. This is a holy time of year.”

			Francis’s family had strict rules, and his father sometimes got angry with him for his liveliness. In fact, one time his father decided that he would give him a good lashing and said: “I’m going to spank Francis for what he just did!”

			Little Francis was indeed lively, but he was also very obedient and smart. When he heard what his father had said, he thought to himself: “Since he wants to spank me, he will spank me.” So he calmly approached his father and humbly bowed his head so that his father could discipline him, showing his complete obedience. His father, a faithful, good-hearted man, was so moved by his little son’s gesture that he said: “Go on, get out of here! I can’t even spank you because of the humility you have!” Naturally, Francis did not wait for his father to change his mind and left immediately. Later he gleefully told his siblings: “By humility I got out of being spanked by Father!”

			Thus, from a young age he understood the grandeur, the power, and the worth of Christian humility. This virtue, as we shall see, laid the foundation for the spiritual gifts that he would later acquire as a monk.

			On August 16, 1904, when he was seven years old, Francis enrolled in the first grade at the elementary school in his village. His teacher was Sophia Pempsiadis-Kantiotis, the mother of Bishop Augustinos (1907–2010), the renowned Metropolitan of Florina. Francis was exceptionally intelligent, and he learned the lessons quickly, with little effort. The school records, which are still preserved, show that he always received excellent grades. Had he continued in his studies, it is certain that he would have gone far in the academic world. Unfortunately, though, when he finished fourth grade his father died, and he had to quit school in order to help his mother and his siblings.

			

	

Family Difficulties

			On the small, barren island of Paros, life was always difficult. The industrious islanders managed to survive by cultivating their meager gardens primarily with grains and vegetables, by raising livestock, and by fishing. This is also how Francis’s large family survived, but after the death of his father, things became much harder. It was a severe blow to the family and especially to his mother Maria. Her cross was heavy; by the age of thirty-six she had already lost two husbands and four children!

			Naturally, the sudden loss of his father caused Francis great grief. Nevertheless, with the passage of time it had a beneficial effect on his young soul. Little Francis began helping his mother as much as he could so as to lighten the pain and difficulty of widowhood. An orderly and neat young boy, he got involved with various little tasks to help his family. Thus, his young soul was marked with compassion—a characteristic that accompanied him all his life. Indeed, the future Elder Joseph became a man of great love.

			So great was the family’s poverty that in 1914 Maria decided with a heavy heart to send Francis, then seventeen, and his little brother Leonardo, only twelve, to Athens for work. On Paros there was no way for them to earn a living, whereas in the capital there was hope that they would find a job.

			As for the rest of Francis’s siblings, they all married except for Nicholas, who would later become a monk beside his brother. Two other relatives of Francis became nuns. One of them was the daughter of Ergina, whose name was Barbara and later became Abbess Vryeni. He loved her very much, and in the many letters he sent her he called her: “soul of my soul.” The other relative of his who became a nun was Leonardo’s wife, Maria. At her tonsure, she received the name Melanie, and lived many years until her repose in 1997.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 The island is about thirteen miles long and at that time it had a population of 9,000.

				

				
					2 The precise date of birth of Elder Joseph and his siblings was found written on the back of a family heirloom icon of St. George. This is an old, traditional way that families (especially in rural areas) kept track of their children’s dates of birth. It also, in a sense, placed their children under the protection of the saint depicted in the icon.

				

				
					3 Τριανταφύλλου, Πρωτοπρεσβυτέρου Γεωργίου, Παπα-Γιώργης Ἀσπρόπουλος, Ἱεροῦ Γυναικείου Ἡσυχαστηρίου «Παναγία ἡ Μυρτιδιώτισσα» Θαψανῶν Πάρου, 2009, σελ. 56–57.

				

			

		

	


			In Athens

			His New Jobs

			When the two boys arrived in Athens, they went to the house of their aunt Alexandra in Lavrio. It is likely that Francis started working in the mines there. Since he had come from a very poor family, he devoted himself to his work with zeal in order to get rich and help his family. He said to himself: “I will either get rich or I’ll die trying. I’m fed up with the poverty and distress back home.”

			Later, he moved to Pireaus and worked there as a cook and baker in aristocratic houses. Thus, through his hard work, he began earning some money to send home to his mother. After a few months he got a job as a ticket-collector on the electric trolley. At his job he was a responsible, just, and above all honorable young man. This was all the result of his strict upbringing and the luminous example of his saintly mother.

			His behavior as a ticket-collector reveals how much his heart despised injustice. All who boarded the trolley paid him the fare, but several of them were in such a rush that they didn’t bother taking a ticket from him. Francis could have easily pocketed their money for himself, since his superiors would never have known. However, he cut off their ticket anyway and threw it out, thinking to himself: “The entire company depends on income from these tickets. How can I silence my conscience and pocket the money?”

			God rewarded him for his honesty: at the end of the day, he frequently found extra money in his pocket, even though there was no logical explanation for it. In fact, one time the extra money was fifty drachmas, which at the time was quite a sum for a poor teenager; it amounted to a whole month’s wages in those days! He did not neglect the virtue of almsgiving, since he was very tender-hearted. He gave alms with his whole heart, without waiting for people to ask him.

			In September of 1915 at the age of eighteen, Francis enlisted in the Royal Navy and served his mandatory military service of two years. He learned to swim exceptionally well there. He said: “If there were ten of us swimming a race, I would beat them all.” In the navy he was known for his conscientiousness and his excellent record, and for this his commanding officer even awarded him a watch.

			After finishing his navy service, he began working on his own as a small-time trader. He was active, indefatigable, and clever. Thus, in a few months he managed to accumulate enough of a fortune to become a merchant, yet he never succumbed to the temptation to make money by dishonest means when such opportunities arose.

			Even though his work required him to have dealings with many people, he was careful to live chastely. In fact, his aunt Alexandra had arranged for his engagement; but, as he recounted later: “I never touched my fiancée because I was afraid that I might reach the point of kissing her.”
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			On the left is Francis Kottis (the future Elder Joseph) as a teenager while working in Athens. The other two are his brothers, Emmanuel (seated) and Leonardo.

			

	

“A Lion’s Heart”

			Francis’s one human flaw as a young man was that he would easily get angry. Later he wrote about his younger years: “When I was in the world, I could take on thousands. I had a lion’s heart.”1 And these words were no exaggeration. For example, once when he had his wares set out for sale, he told his brother Nicholas: “Listen. I’m going downtown to buy some things. Make sure no one steals anything while I’m gone.”

			“Go ahead, Francis. I’ll be here.”

			When Francis returned, he immediately noticed that some things were missing.

			“Hey, what happened?” he asked his brother. “Some scarves are missing!”

			His clueless younger brother was busy playing his violin and hadn’t noticed. But Francis was very sharp and he was counting on selling those items to support their large family.

			He asked Nicholas angrily, “Who passed by here?”

			“Oh, just some Russian fugitives. They looked around and left without getting anything.”

			“You idiot! They stole twelve scarves! You’re blind! Where did they go?”

			“That way.”

			Francis ran off and found some Russians dividing the spoils amongst themselves. Without delay, he leaped into the middle of their gang. There were seven of them and only one of him, but he was like a lion! He managed to fight them all off, grab the scarves, and return victorious. “Here they are!” he shouted triumphantly to his brother.

			One should not be shocked to see that Elder Joseph had this flaw when he was young. On the contrary, we should be encouraged to see that even today it is possible to overcome our passions and reach sanctity as did Elder Joseph. Perhaps it was divine providence that allowed him to have such a fiery character in the world so that he could use this force for God. When he became a monk, he said to himself: “The way I was a fighter in the world is how I will now be with the demons.” Indeed, as we shall see, he did use his strong temperament to struggle fiercely in the arena of monasticism against the passions and the demons.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 I.e., a ferocious boldness. Vid. Monastic Wisdom, St. Anthony’s Greek Orthodox Monastery, Florence, Arizona, 1998, pp. 64–65.

				

			

		

	


			His Turn Towards God

			Divine Visions

			By hard work, Francis began reaching his financial goal after only a few months and could see a bright future ahead of him. But God, “Who wills that all men be saved and come unto the knowledge of the truth,”1 had other plans for him. Seeing Francis’s pure life and his heart of gold, God sent him a ray of grace in order to allure him. One night in his sleep, he had a dream that he described as follows:

			I dreamt that I was passing by the palace, and all at once two officers of the palace guard seized me and took me up into the palace. I did not understand why and protested, and they answered kindly not to be afraid but to go up, since it was the king’s wish. We went up into a quite exceptional palace, beyond any palace on earth, and they dressed me in priceless clothing of pure white and told me, ‘From now on you will serve here’; and they took me to do obeisance to the king.

			I woke up at once, and the things I had seen and heard made such a deep impression on me that I couldn’t do or think about anything. I stopped work and remained deep in thought. Inside me I kept hearing that command constantly as if it were being endlessly repeated: ‘From now on you will serve here.’ My whole inner and outward state changed. Nothing of the things on earth interested me, but I didn’t understand what my dream meant or what I ought to do.2

			One day soon after this, he had great difficulty selling his wares. That evening in his prayers, he complained to God and said, “Don’t You feel sorry for me?”

			In his sleep, he saw someone with a supernatural appearance, who asked him, “Who am I, Francis?”

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			“How can you not recognize Me, since your heart is constantly meditating on Me with warmth? I am the Savior of the world. From now on, I don’t want you to be here doing business with earthly and temporal things but to be doing business with souls. You shall go to the barracks from which no one leaves unless I want him to.”3

			After these visions Francis felt a kind of melancholic listlessness and an aversion towards worldly things. When his landlord’s daughters saw his downcast appearance they asked him what was wrong, and in order to help him they lent him the New Collection.4 This was a collection of lives of the saints written by St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain. Francis was astonished when he read it. He could not believe that such people existed—people who struggled so intensely for God in their lives and who with God’s help performed miracles!

			

	

The Great Change

			God sent His enlightenment to this chaste and honorable young man; the Lord opened his mind, whereupon he started to think about his soul. The words, “From now on you will serve here” echoed within him constantly.

			His first response was to rush to confess his sins to a spiritual father. It was the first time he went to confession in his life, and he confessed with heart-rending sobs and rivers of tears. Next, he wrapped up his business as a merchant, since he considered it to be a hindrance to his new spiritual journey. He thought to himself: “What do I want the money and the business for? It would be better if I grew spiritually rich.”

			Thereafter he took on only enough menial work to survive; moreover these simple jobs gave him the freedom to occupy himself with prayer while he worked. Indeed, “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?”5 Like the good merchant of the Gospel,6 Francis abandoned his business in order to find the pearl of great price. As for the money he had accumulated by his hard work, he began giving it away as alms: He arranged for the marriage of his sister Ergina; he gave money to his little sister, Marouso, for her dowry; and he gave money to churches to commemorate the soul of his father. As for his own engagement, he called it off.

			Furthermore, he went to various shrines in order to strengthen his faith. He visited the Monastery of St. Gerasimos in Kefalonia and the Panagia* of Tinos. When he heard about many miracles from people he met and especially when he saw some miracles with his own eyes, he realized that the accounts he had read in the New Collection were true. When the nuns there told him that St. Gerasimos passed away on the Dormition of the Theotokos,* Francis prayed to him to intercede that the same would happen to him. His prayers were answered forty years later.

			

	

Caring for Others

			One day he saw a little old nun in the marketplace wanting to buy some grapes. Unfortunately, the poor nun didn’t have enough money for them because the price of produce was rising four or five times faster than wages were in those days. When Francis saw her difficulty, he burst out compassionately, “Take as many grapes as you want, and I will pay!”

			Full of gratitude, the nun joyfully took the grapes to her abbess. After hearing the explanation about the grapes, the abbess said, “Quick, go and tell him to come here.”

			Then the nun went and found Francis and brought him to their dwelling. “Is there anyone sick here?” he asked as he walked into their house.

			“Yes, my child,” replied the abbess. “There is someone here with tuberculosis.”

			The generous Francis approached her fearlessly, disregarding her contagious disease, and with his whole heart he gave her two gold coins. The sick nun was so moved that she wept.

			That abbess was Abbess Theodosia of the Holy Monastery of Kechrivouniou. When she found out that Francis was considering becoming a monk, she urged him to go to the brotherhood of Elder Daniel where her brother was a monk.

			

	

His First Ascetical Struggles

			When God saw that Francis had responded wisely to His calling, He set his heart on fire with His grace. Like the Apostles Luke and Cleopas, he felt his heart burning and pining out of love for God. Not able to bear the noise of the city, he went to various isolated places to pray without distraction. He spent time primarily in the mountains of Pentelis, which were then uninhabited, and found refuge in the ruins of an old monastery there.

			Francis probably wanted to go to the Holy Mountain right from the start but because of the Balkan Wars all of Macedonia was in turmoil. Furthermore, in 1918 the catastrophic pandemic of Spanish influenza had broken out in Greece and those among the living couldn’t bury all the dying people quickly enough. Francis’s plan of going to the “Garden of the Panagia”7 would have to wait.

			Nevertheless, he did not waste time. With his characteristic practicality, he took advantage of his free time to test his monastic calling. Based on his simplistic understanding of monasticism, he tried to live as ascetically as possible. He began to fast strictly by passing the entire day with only a little bread and one or two loukoumia.8 He dressed simply and distributed to the poor the little money he still had.

			Wanting to imitate the Stylite Saints,9 he spent the night in trees. Sometimes he went up into an almond tree like St. David of Thessalonica and struggled ascetically sitting in the branches. He would try to stay awake praying all night high above the ground. One night, though, exhausted by the fasting and lack of sleep, he fell asleep. When he awoke, so much snow had fallen that everything around him was white, and he himself was covered with it. It had covered his mustache so completely that his mouth was frozen closed. He had nearly frozen to death, but bravely, instead of becoming discouraged, he humorously said to himself, “Now, how do I get down from here!”

			[image: ]

			The deserted Monastery of the Archangels on Mount Penteli where Francis frequently prayed

			For his sustenance, he went into town every day and bought three large loukoumia, in other words, half a box. In those days, bakers made large loukoumia, and each one weighed half a pound. One day he had the thought: “Why go into town every day and buy half a box? If I buy an entire box, I will only need to go to town every other day.”

			He tried doing this, but when it was time to eat, he was so hungry that he ate the whole box! (It was true that he loved sweets.) Then he said to himself: “I had better make the extra effort to buy only a day’s worth of loukoumia every day because it won’t work otherwise.”

			With this kind of determination, he gradually began to progress in asceticism, as he himself later wrote to one of his nuns:

			When I was in the world, in secret I struggled harshly till bloodshed. I ate only once every two days and only after 3:00 p.m. The mountains and caves of Penteli knew me as an owl hungering, crying, seeking salvation. I was testing myself to see if I was able to endure the toils and become a monk on the Holy Mountain. So once I had practiced well enough for a few years, I begged the Lord to forgive me for eating every other day, and I promised that when I would go to the Holy Mountain, I would eat once every eight days, as is written in the lives of the saints.10

			After living this way for two years, he could see that he was able to become a monk, and he decided to go to Mount Athos* at the first opportunity. Meanwhile, the military conflicts had ceased in the Balkans and travel was again possible.

			One day when he was in Athens, he happened to meet an Athonite monk from Karyes11 by the name of Fr. Onouphrios. Francis begged him to take him to the Holy Mountain. That is how he finally reached Mount Athos in early 1921.
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			The village of Lefkes, in the island of Paros (c. 1894)
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			The Childhood Home of Elder Joseph

		

	
		
			2. 

			On the Holy Mountain

		

	


			In Search of a Spiritual Guide

			First Things First

			Mount Athos is the easternmost of three peninsulas in northeastern Greece. Steep and rocky, the promontory extends 34 miles in the Aegean sea, rising precipitously from sea level to 6,700 feet. The craggy peninsula was an ideal place for Christian ascetics; some evidence suggests that the first hermits appeared there in the third or fourth century. Later, ascetics from the edges of the shrinking Byzantine empire—Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Libya—fled to the Holy Mountain. Slavic people also streamed in after their conversion. The first large cenobitic monastery was built in 963 and soon afterwards many followed. An untold number of saints came out of the Holy Mountain—including martyrs, confessors, hierarchs, and missionaries. Francis arrived at the blessed Garden of the Panagia less than ten years after it had been freed from the Turkish yoke. It was bustling with life then and had five thousand monks. Half of them were Greek, while the others were Russian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Serbian, and Georgian.

			Like all other monastic aspirants who had decided to dedicate themselves to God, Francis also needed to choose the place and kind of life that would best match his character. His goal was to become a disciple* of an ascetic who kept vigil all night and prayed with watchfulness.* That is why he spent less than a month at St. Menas in Karyes and then headed for the “wilderness” of Mount Athos. That area includes the steep coastline of the southwestern peninsula of Athos, which is rocky, dry, precipitous, and inaccessible. This is where most of the sketes* and hermitages are located. Young Francis went there seeking a spiritual guide. He said to himself: “I will go and find someone who eats only greens and not bread.”

			He wanted his spiritual guide to be similar to the people whom he had read about in the patristic* books, so that he could be taught the true monastic way of life, with heavenly theoria* and praxis.* As he wrote later:

			On Mount Athos, we see monks who are doing well and those who are not.… The monastic life does not consist of simply leaving the world and coming to Mount Athos and becoming a monk. That is easy to do. What is of essential importance is to find an elder who will teach us how the grace of God is obtained, how it is found, how it is dug up, and how this pearl of great price is revealed.… We need to find an elder who will guide us, an elder who will instruct us, an elder who will teach us what the monastic life is. This is why we can deduce that if someone has deviated from the true path, it is because he had not found an elder. And if he himself becomes an elder, what will he hand down to his disciple? Whatever he himself has.

			The spiritual progress of every Christian depends on finding an experienced spiritual guide. If the “wilderness” by itself granted noetic prayer,* then everyone there would have it. However, practitioners of noetic prayer can be counted on one hand. Why? Because experienced teachers and unerring guides are so rare.

			

	

The Harsh Reality

			Soon after young Francis arrived at the Holy Mountain, he realized that the true guides of noetic prayer were becoming scarce. Yet despite the unbelievable difficulties of those times, the Holy Mountain did continue to produce great guides of noetic prayer, such as the discerning* Elder Ignatius of Katounakia, the famous spiritual father Savvas, the renowned hesychast* Elder Kallinikos, the well-known Elder Daniel of Katounakia (who would become Francis’s first elder), Father Joachim Spetsieris of New Skete, one blind ascetic whose cell was fragrant when he prayed, and Papa-Daniel1 the Hesychast, from whom Francis would receive his hesychastic program and spiritual guidance.

			Even though these men, who had lived in the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, were of great spiritual stature, they left no heirs to their noetic prayer. This is why the Elder Daniel of Katounakia wrote: “Unfortunately, nowadays [in the early twentieth century] since we do not come to this sacred and lofty way of life with the prerequisites of valiant self-denial and complete denial of the world, and since we do not have suitable trainers (i.e., spiritual guides), we always end up without progress.”2

			

	

With Elder Daniel of Katounakia

			Following the recommendation of the Abbess Theodosia whom Francis had met in Athens, Francis went to Katounakia, to the brotherhood of Elder Daniel (1846–1929). He was well-known on Mount Athos and beyond. He was a deep thinker and a graduate of the renowned Theological School of Smyrna—the same school where St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain had studied. The virtuous life of Elder Daniel and his great discernment quickly became known both within and outside of the Holy Mountain. In fact, he even had a friendly correspondence with St. Nectarios of Aegina. Full of love and wisdom, Elder Daniel became Francis’s first spiritual support and guide at the onset of his monastic life.

			Francis decided to remain with the brotherhood of Elder Daniel. When they assigned him to read the Psalter during the service, he read very eloquently and without mistakes. Even though he was not well educated, he nevertheless had the gift of elocution. In fact, when he read, he would cry out of great compunction.

			Elder Daniel, with his characteristic prudence, had decided to lead his small brotherhood on the middle path: neither excessively strict nor too indulgent. He preferred this path because he considered it to be more accessible and safe. Francis, however, was a great struggler. In Elder Daniel’s brotherhood, while the other disciples were eating, Francis just sat there watching. The others said to him with concern:

			“Eat, Brother Francis, eat!”

			“May it be blessed,”3 he replied, but he did not eat. He did not want to object orally, so he just said the prayer and nothing else. The other fathers would be sleeping, while he would be keeping vigil. Since they did not practice noetic prayer, they were somewhat scandalized by his prayer and asceticism which seemed excessive to them.

			His respect for Elder Daniel’s wisdom knew no bounds, but his soul was burning for stillness. Elder Daniel assessed him accurately and realized that Francis was exceptional. And because he was truly full of love and had genuine interest for the spiritual progress of others, he did not want to chop down his zeal by foolishly forcing him to conform, nor did he want the rest of the fathers to be scandalized by his obviously different lifestyle. This is why he told him: “My child, life is different here. You are ascetical; you are not well suited to my brotherhood. Go find some cave that you like, and I will see to it that you find a brother so that the two of you can live together. Living alone is too dangerous because you might fall into delusion.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda,” Francis replied.

			

	

Elder Kallinikos the Hesychast

			Francis moved to a cave less than five minutes away from there (now known as “The Cave of Elder Theodosios”). This cave was so small that only with difficulty could he stand upright inside of it. Nearby lived the famous Elder Kallinikos (1853–1930). Francis went to visit this exceptional hesychast when he was at the most fruitful period of his life; he was at that time about sixty-seven years old. Francis later described him as follows:

			He was a first-rate ascetic, a recluse for forty years. He practiced the noetic work and thrived on the sweetness of divine love and became beneficial to others as well. He experienced ecstasy of the nous.4

			For some reason, however, he did not teach noetic prayer to his disciples. Although he himself was a true ascetic and a God-bearing father, he was not able to transmit his experience to others. Perhaps his refusal to teach noetic prayer to others was a way to discourage people from choosing him as their elder. In this way he would be able to preserve his stillness. Had he accepted to teach them, very many people would have stayed with him because of his great reputation. This would have created many distractions and worldly cares. Anyone who has found grace knows how much orderliness, precision, and restrictions are needed to preserve it.

			When Francis visited Elder Kallinikos, he asked if he could live near him and be under his spiritual guidance. However, the only advice he would give him was to be perfectly obedient—nothing more.

			“May it be blessed, Geronda, whatever you want. But tell me how I should struggle.”

			And this great ascetic answered: “If I teach you the art and you are sweetened by the honey of stillness, who will take care of the daily tasks?”

			“So, what can I do?”

			“Be obedient to me for the time being, and after my repose you will inherit my charism.”

			Francis looked at him in disbelief and said to him with pain: “If I leave here, will you let me come now and then for some advice?”

			“Of course! I will be at your service.”

			Francis then returned to his cave and stayed there while trying to learn more about noetic prayer from Elder Kallinikos. But the devil, who hates everything good, was not sleeping. Out of envy he appeared to him in the form of a lion in broad daylight to intimidate him because he could not stand seeing the young man making progress. When Francis saw it, he nearly died of fear since he had never experienced such a thing. He cried out: “My dear God, I am under obedience! I am not doing my will. What is this?” As soon as he made the sign of the cross, the lion disappeared.

			

	

Failure to Find a Guide

			Francis was very grieved by the situation in those days, seeing the overwhelming majority of Athonite fathers content with merely attending the typical church services and making handicrafts. Many fathers attached great importance to handicrafts, while a father who practiced and taught noetic prayer was almost impossible to find. Although there were a few who hid themselves, everyone told Francis that the guides of noetic prayer had disappeared.

			Naturally, there were people on Mount Athos who liked to teach others merely with words based on book knowledge,* just as there are in other places. Rarely, however, would they truly exemplify the gospel through their lives. Elder Joseph later said: “Preaching is so easy; it is like throwing rocks down from the top of a tall bell tower. Practicing what you preach, on the other hand, is so difficult: it is like hauling those rocks up to the top of a bell tower.” Nevertheless, since Francis was so fervent with zeal, he did not give up. He ran to the “wilderness” and to the caves, to where he had heard that some spiritual people—ascetics, and hermits—lived, and he kept searching to see if perhaps there were some hidden guides whom the others hadn’t noticed. As he would later write about himself:

			We searched, we shouted, we wept. There was not a single hill or crevice that we passed over in search of an unerring guide to hear words of life—not idle and vain talk.… I was looking to find where there was life, where I could benefit my soul.5

			He realized that the saints were vanishing and that the famine for spiritual words with praxis and theoria had already begun. Of course, there were a great number of strong and dynamic monks, but very few guides. Francis was searching not just for a worker of prayer, but for an experienced guide who would lead him safely to find grace and the pastures of pure prayer. It is not enough to find a guide who merely has grace but a guide who is also able to direct others to find grace. This matter is very serious for every monastic aspirant. This is why Francis wanted to be sure, before permanently submitting himself in obedience, that the elder he would choose would be able to teach him the life of prayer. Years later, when he himself had already become an elder, he revealed the following views to a spiritual child of his who was a hermit:

			The holy Fathers who teach us to abide in obedience, the highest of virtues, thus imitating Jesus, do so for a purpose: namely, to purify us through it from the various passions of high-mindedness and complacency with one’s own will, so that we may receive divine grace. But when grace withdraws to test you, the elder, like another grace, supports you and gives you guidance out of his own practical experience. He warms up your zeal to the point that, by God’s grace and the prayers of your elder, you, too, are freed from the struggles. Then God’s grace lays hold of you once more and our sweet Jesus entrusts to you His precious treasures as to one perfected.

			So there is no other purpose for one to place oneself under obedience. Today, however, everyone thinks that he receives a disciple to teach him a craft to make money, or to dig his vineyard, or to become a merchant and make him an heir to his house or cell or shop or whatever else he has, or even to serve him.

			We are not saying not to do things that are necessary, but that the main purpose that a disciple attaches himself to an elder and is perfectly obedient is this: the elder, who is flaming with the love of Christ, transmits the talent of the riches of his virtue. The disciple, in turn, enjoys abundant grace from his spiritual father, because he cuts off his own will and has perfect self-denial and obedience. Then, of course, he will complete all the household tasks as needed.6

			Despite his diligent search, Francis never found a great ascetic who would be his elder. He did, however, find some ascetics who ate only once a day, though they didn’t eat only greens. He found only one ascetic that fasted until the ninth hour.7 Bodily ascesis* is, of course, only one aspect of the spiritual struggle, but based on this one aspect, one can surmise a person’s overall spiritual zeal, because he who is zealous in material things is also zealous in spiritual matters.

			The prevailing indifference Francis encountered wounded his young heart because he did not find what his soul longed for. As he would later write: “It makes me feel dizzy just to tell you of the tears and the pain in my soul, the cries that could rend mountains; weeping day and night because I did not find the Holy Mountain as the saints describe it.”8 Nevertheless, he did not just sit around and do nothing. He continued searching and circling all of the Holy Mountain, step by step, hoping to find a real ascetic, a person capable of teaching noetic* work with praxis and theoria.

			

	

Benefiting from Everyone

			Francis did find a hesychastic elder, Gerasimos from Chios: “an amazing ascetic, ninety years old. He practiced noetic prayer.… He spent seventeen years at the peak of Mt. Prophet Elias. Even though he wrestled with demons and was badly battered by the weather, he remained an unshakable pillar of endurance. He had continuous tears. He led his carefree life sweetened by the contemplation* of Jesus.”9

			Francis also received advice from Papa-Ignatius who was ninety-five years old. He was blind and had been a clairvoyant spiritual father for many years. He always gave wise, paternal advice, such as the following: “Whoever works in his youth will have sustenance in his old age. Now when you are young, pray, fast, live ascetically, and do prostrations, so that you will have sustenance when you grow old.”

			His counsels were precious. The amazing thing was that when he spoke, an indescribable fragrance came out of his mouth due to the prayer10 that he said noetically without ceasing. So strong was the fragrance that Francis rejoiced talking with him near his mouth.

			Francis also found another blind elder in Katounakia who constantly said the prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” Sometimes he said it out loud, and other times he said it noetically. Francis went to him for advice and to tell him his thoughts, but the blind elder merely responded: “My child, my child, the prayer! Say the prayer, my child! Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			There was an elder in a cave who cried seven times a day. This was his work: he would pass the entire night in tears, and his headrest was always thoroughly soaked. His helper went there only two or three times a day. His elder did not want to have him near him, so that he would not interrupt his mourning.* Once, he asked his elder: “Geronda,* why do you cry so much?” “My child,” he replied, “when man beholds God, he sheds tears out of love and cannot contain himself.”11

			Another elder told him that he had given antidoron* to holy ascetics who were invisible to most people. Another one would give them Communion while serving Liturgy at midnight. One of them had seen the Panagia, and another one had seen angels. All of them were fragrant like holy relics.12 Later Elder Joseph wrote:

			There were also many others with theoria, whom I was not counted worthy to see, because they had died one or two years beforehand. I asked people to tell me about their wondrous feats, because this is what I occupied myself with. Step by step I wandered the mountains and caves to find people like this.13

			When he heard about such miraculous lives, the fire kindled within him even more. With insatiable desire he kept asking how they prayed, what they ate, what they had seen, what they thought. He eagerly ran when they were about to die in order to see and hear what they would say about the divine visions they saw as their soul departed in heavenly tranquility.14 Unfortunately, all those elders had already reached the end of their lives, and they could not assume the burden of spiritual fatherhood.

			Another problem in those days was the prevailing general spiritual indifference. For example, Francis once found a blind old monk in the wilderness who had a cat in his arms and was petting it. Francis approached him and asked: “Geronda, why are you holding that cat instead of saying the prayer?”

			The poor old monk, thinking that he would benefit him, replied: “My child, I am afraid of falling into delusion.”

			“But Geronda, are you on the path of God by just sitting there playing with the cat and not saying the prayer at all?”

			What else could be said? The simple-minded old monk did not understand at all. That is how he had learned, and that is how he lived. He thought that saying the prayer led to delusion! People like him continued the tradition of the anti-hesychasts of the Holy Mountain (the ones who had been influenced by Barlaam and his followers), who had been around ever since the days of St. Gregory Palamas as well as in the days of the Kollyvades.15 This phenomenon was very evident in the days of Elder Joseph, and this is why he would later write to a spiritual child of his:

			Don’t tell to many others these things I am writing to you, because people of this age do not occupy themselves with such things. This is why if someone speaks to them about noetic work and prayer, they think that he is talking about some kind of heresy. This, unfortunately, is how the people of our evil age are. Whereas a true monk must occupy himself day and night with the contemplation of God, whether he is eating, sleeping, working, or walking.16

			At that period in his life, in order to support himself he made small brooms out of wild shrubs. He brought them to the Great Lavra,17 and the monks there filled his sack with rusks in return. But he didn’t have any place to keep the rusks. His boulder had a small ledge, so he put them there. He even blessed them with the sign of the cross to protect them. But the forest mice that are extremely agile and eat almost anything found his rusks and ate them all! Even so, Francis did not bother them; on the contrary, he even petted them and said to them: “You will not eat those rusks anymore; they are mine.”

			Naturally, those uninvited visitors did not listen to him. Francis chased them away every time, but those ravenous rodents always found a way to nibble away at the few rusks he had. Of course, this meant involuntary fasting for the isolated ascetic. Nevertheless, instead of getting angry and trying to dispose of the mice using drastic measures, Francis was patient in this trial. He left that cave after staying only a month or two. Then he went to the southernmost part of the Holy Mountain.

			

	

Elder Daniel the Hesychast

			As Francis continued to explore all the caves, huts, and sketes in search of a spiritual guide, he discovered a spiritual father near the Great Lavra, in the cell of St. Peter the Athonite: another elder named Daniel. He was a renowned hesychast who was about seventy years old. He had been a disciple for thirty-five entire years before becoming the elder of that cell in 1909. Unfortunately, we know very little about this great Athonite figure because out of humility he chose to live in obscurity. Francis would later write about him:

			He was a profoundly silent recluse. He served Liturgy daily until the end of his life. For sixty years he never even thought of omitting the Divine Liturgy. Even during Great Lent, he served Presanctified Liturgies every day. He died in deep old age without ever getting sick. His Liturgy always lasted three and a half or four hours, because he couldn’t say the petitions due to his compunction. He always soaked the ground in front of him with his tears. That is why he didn’t want any strangers to be present at his Liturgy, so that they wouldn’t see his work. But as for me, since I begged him very fervently, he accepted me. And every time I went—after walking three hours at night to attend that truly fearsome and divine spectacle—he told me one or two sayings as he left the altar and immediately hid himself until the next day. He had noetic prayer and all-night vigils throughout his life. It was from him that I also received my schedule and found great benefit. He ate only one hundred grams of dried bread every day. He was all rapt in his Liturgy; he never finished a Liturgy without the ground turning to mud from his tears.18

			He kept vigil from sunset until midnight using his prayer-rope,* and after midnight he served the Divine Liturgy with his disciple, Fr. Anthony. Many people thought Elder Daniel the Hesychast was deluded because he was so silent and isolated, and because he wouldn’t let anyone attend his Liturgy. But he knew what he was doing, which is why he accepted the criticism silently and patiently.

			He had many heavenly experiences in his Divine Liturgies. One time when he had no chanter, the founders of Iveron Monastery, Sts. John, Euthymius, and George, appeared in order to help him. He experienced so much grace in his Liturgies that he needed an entire hour to recover from the grace. And as soon as he did recover, he would immediately go to his cell to continue weeping there for hours on end. His great compunction and his silent sobs—which frequently became a wailing lamentation—were a very instructive sight and inspired Francis.

			Since Elder Daniel the Hesychast could see that Francis was a “chosen vessel,”19 he agreed to hear his confessions after Liturgy (or sometimes before). To save time he would read his thoughts and respond with a few words full of grace. Grace dwelled in his soul so abundantly that he knew in detail and with precision the secrets of his heart. This is why Elder Daniel would get to the heart of the matter and give the necessary counsels. One piece of advice he frequently gave him was: “St. Syncletike admitted that, ‘the lamp illuminates, but its lips burn.’”

			He said this with his whole heart because he was afraid of losing his spiritual state through pride and superfluous talking. Since he was so careful to avoid teaching, Francis benefited primarily from witnessing how he served the Divine Liturgy rather than from his spiritual guidance. Just seeing him serve was enough to give him rest and consolation.

			

	

As a Layman Guest

			Francis briefly stayed as a guest at the Honorable Forerunner Skete across from the Great Lavra. This is a very beautiful region with rich vegetation and gradual slopes. His ascetical soul found rest in that secluded and tranquil environment. Since he did not yet know anything about noetic prayer, he exerted himself ceaselessly with oral prayer, constantly imploring help from God.

			As a layman guest, Francis had the right to live wherever he wanted. So after a short stay at the Honorable Forerunner, he moved on to a place nearby called Vigla where he stayed for six months at the hut of the Holy Protection. There he found a little old monk named Hariton, ten minutes away from the cave of St. Athanasius. Fr. Hariton agreed to give him hospitality in exchange for a small sum, under the condition that Francis would have the freedom to live as he wanted until he found a permanent elder. This little old monk turned out to have a very peculiar lifestyle, as most of the time he was away visiting the various monasteries of Mount Athos. This routine of his gave young Francis the opportunity to struggle ascetically as much as he wanted and however he wanted.

			He struggled hard, fasted strictly, and kept vigil. At night, he stood upright or kept walking. In this manner, he pushed himself as much as his human nature allowed him to in order to resist sleep. Once, he managed to remain standing for eight days without food, water, or sleep. He also tried to initiate himself in noetic prayer based on the books he read and the advice he received from various spiritual fathers. He yearned for it so intensely that he never stopped praying to God about this matter.

			As it turned out, the little old monk didn’t keep his word, and he soon began to deny Francis all his freedom and to conduct himself as if he were his normal elder. He gave him penances and restrictions, and behaved harshly towards him. Nevertheless, Francis continued his struggle with patience and fortitude.

			He tried to comprehend why that little old monk was behaving so harshly and domineeringly towards him, especially since he was still a layman and was staying as a guest in his cell. He was not grieved so much by his harsh behavior as he was by the unjust restrictions that prevented him from struggling with the prayer. And since he could not find an explanation for this monk’s attitude, he started to think that he should go elsewhere.

			While he was pondering these thoughts, he suddenly burst into tears as he prayed to God with the complaint that although he constantly yearned to find a person to teach him noetic prayer, people not only didn’t help him, they even hindered him.

			

	

Great Sorrow

			From that day on, he had the habit of going into the wilderness every afternoon and weeping inconsolably for two or three hours. He would shed so many tears that the dirt would become muddy beneath him. He kept saying the prayer out loud with his mouth because he didn’t know how to say it with his nous.* Yet he kept begging the Panagia and the Lord to give him the grace to say the prayer noetically, as he had read in the Philokalia. When he read such books, he realized that there was something “out there,” that he himself did not have.

			Once, he wanted to invite a priest to bless his room with holy water. After the priest blessed it, Francis brought some tea and sugar on a tray as a treat for the priest. When the little old monk he lived with saw what Francis was doing, he struck the tray from underneath with his fist, and everything on it went flying out of his hands. Francis lowered his head, did a prostration, and asked forgiveness: “Evlogison,20 Father.” Behold the victor!

			This was one of his first ascetical victories. Nevertheless, the incident disheartened him. The priest tried to console Francis, but Francis left and went to a nearby ravine full of caves, and for ten or twelve hours he wept continuously—not because he was insulted but because he couldn’t seem to find hardly anyone who cared about acquiring prayer. He lost hope and thought, “Even in the wilderness I encounter passions.”

			

	

Acquisition of Prayer of the Heart

			That evening, as night was falling, he had become completely exhausted from the pain and fasting, and his tears dried up. In this state, feebly gazing at the chapel of the Transfiguration at the summit of Mount Athos, he beseeched the Lord: “O Lord, as Thou wast transfigured to Thy disciples, transfigure Thyself also in my soul! Stop the passions and bring peace to my heart! Grant prayer to him who prayeth and restrain my unrestrained nous!”21

			As he was praying like that with great pain, a subtle breeze full of fragrance came from the chapel. His soul was filled with joy, illumination,* and divine love; and from within his heart the prayer began to flow with so much bliss that he thought to himself: “This is Paradise! I don’t need any other Paradise.”

			He saw that the prayer was being said inside him with mathematical precision like a clock. He was amazed that the prayer continued on its own without any effort on his part.

			As soon as he saw this, he was astounded and said: “What’s happening to me now? How is the prayer being said within me? I tried so hard for so long, and I never felt what I feel now.”

			When he saw that the prayer was continuing and that he felt so much bliss and happiness, he joyfully said to himself: “So, is this the noetic prayer that I read about in the books of the Philokalia? Is this how it tastes? Is this the light?”

			He then got up, invigorated by this miracle of noetic prayer, went inside the cave and began saying the prayer synchronized with his breathing, just as the holy Fathers teach. As soon as he had said the prayer a few times, his nous was immediately caught up into theoria. It was to be the first of many times his nous was raptured by God’s grace. He would later write about this event in the third person, as if it had happened to someone else:

			… he bent his head upon his chest and began eating the sweetness that gushed forth from the prayer that he had been given. Immediately he was caught up into theoria and was totally beside himself. He wasn’t confined by walls and rocks; he was beyond all volition—without body and with a deep tranquility, in extraordinary light, and unlimited breadth. His nous contemplated only this thought: ‘May I never return to the body, but remain here forever.’22

			Afterwards, after the Lord had refreshed him as much as He wanted, he came to himself again and found he was in the cave. From then on, the prayer, which was given to him in such a miraculous manner, did not cease being said within him until his final breath! In other words, he was taught by God Himself, just like St. Symeon the New Theologian and many other Watchful Fathers.* Francis was counted worthy of this great charisma at the age of only twenty-four.

			It is a miracle, a great blessing from God, for a layman or a monk to be counted worthy of this gift of noetic prayer. In order for this miracle to occur, however, one must induce it by forcing oneself in prayer. Before working this miracle, God waits to see that a person has exerted himself with as much forcefulness as he can, as in Francis’s case. First he fought fiercely with self-denial and utter pain of heart, and then God intervened and worked this miracle. Thus, no one taught him noetic prayer; instead he received it directly from heaven, just like St. Maximos of Kafsokalyvia and other great ascetics.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 The prefix “Papa-” is added to the names of people who are priests.

				

				
					2 Γέροντος Δανιὴλ Κατουνακιώτου, Ἀγγελικὸς Βίος, Μοναστικὴ ἀδελφότης Δανιηλαίων, 1987, σελ. 98.

				

				
					3 “May it be blessed” (Νἆναι εὐλογημένο) is the standard monastic response when agreeing to execute an order.

				

				
					4 Monastic Wisdom, p. 86.

				

				
					5 Ibid., pp. 139, 140.

				

				
					6 Ibid., p. 367.

				

				
					7 An ascetic feat mentioned in the lives of some saints is the practice of eating only after the ninth hour, i.e., three hours before sunset.

				

				
					8 Ibid., p. 192.

				

				
					9 Ibid., p. 86.

				

				
					10 The Jesus prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” is usually referred to as simply “the prayer.”

				

				
					11 Ibid., p. 87.

				

				
					12 Ibid., pp. 139–140.

				

				
					13 Ibid., p. 87.

				

				
					14 Ibid., p. 140.

				

				
					15 The “Kollyvades” were a group of Athonite fathers in the early 19th century who were known for their traditional and patristic stance, and brought about a spiritual revival especially of noetic prayer. Their foremost representative was St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain. Their name derives from the boiled wheat “kollyva” that is used in memorial services, because they opposed the innovation of conducting memorial services on Sundays.

				

				
					16 Ibid., p. 241.

				

				
					17 The Great Lavra is the oldest and largest monastery on the Holy Mountain, founded by St. Athanasius in 963.

				

				
					18 Ibid., pp. 86–87.

				

				
					19 cf. Acts 9:15.

				

				
					20 “Εὐλόγησον” (literally, “Bless”) is the standard monastic way of saying, “Forgive me.” It is also used as a response when called.

				

				
					21 Monastic Wisdom, p. 136.

				

				
					22 Ibid., pp. 136–137.
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			Father Arsenios

		

	


			His Life in the World

			Upbringing

			Not long after Francis received the great gift of prayer of the heart,* divine providence sent him another great gift of incalculable worth.1 In accordance with Elder Daniel’s wishes, God sent to Francis—who was still a layman—a companion: the sanctified Father Arsenios, who became his beloved co-ascetic until his death.

			It is impossible to write about Elder Joseph without mentioning Fr. Arsenios because from the time they met until his death, they lived together as brothers. They were never apart; they never exchanged cold words; they never allowed anything to come between them. They had so much concord and compassion for each other that it was as if they were one soul in two bodies. And what was amazing was that their deep love never degenerated into boldness. Fr. Arsenios did not have the mental keenness that Elder Joseph had. He was very simple and proved to be a great ascetic, a perfect disciple, and a heavenly man who knew how to pray. In brief, he was a hesychast with watchfulness on par with the holy Fathers of old.

			The sanctified Fr. Arsenios was born in 1886, in Samsun, northern Turkey. His pious parents, Demetrius and Sotiria Galanopoulos named him Anastasios. When Fr. Arsenios was twelve years old, his large family took refuge in the Caucasus from the Turkish persecutions. This is why the languages he knew were Pontic Greek, Turkish, and Russian. His knowledge of standard Greek was minimal. Anastasios’s grandfather was a living example of a priest with great love and patience. His father was also a priest and was so holy that he cast out demons by his prayers. His mother was also the child of a priest.

			It was in this blessed family that little Anastasios grew up. His pious mother instilled in her children virtue and the desire for prayer. This is why he and his little sister, Parthena, had an ardent desire for monasticism from early childhood. His older brother, Leonidas, also wanted to become a monk. His parents, though, were unaware of his monastic aspiration, and they arranged for Leonidas to marry a modest, humble, industrious, prudent young girl named Despina. They had a son, Haralambos, whose godfather was Anastasios, and they developed a very close relationship. Later Haralambos would follow in the blessed footsteps of his uncle and godfather, and join him and Elder Joseph to become a perfect monk in every way.

			[image: ]

			Anatolia in 1888.

			

	

Departure

			As soon as Anastasios was free from his obligations, he made the firm decision to become a monk in Jerusalem. His blessed family did not object at all. In fact, they considered it to be their honor, which it was. His holy mother advised him: “Be sure to do whatever they do there.”

			He set off for Jerusalem from the Caucasus by foot! It was a thousand-mile journey under very dangerous conditions. When people met him on the road, they asked him: “Where are you going?”

			“To the Holy Land,” he replied.

			With great surprise they asked, “But which road are you going to take?”

			“It doesn’t matter; all roads lead to Jerusalem!” he responded with his typical simplicity.

			Even after he left home, his mother still prayed intensely for his salvation. She told his little sister, “Let’s go out to our garden.” When they got there, she said to her: “I didn’t want to come out to the garden to check on it but to pray for your brother.”

			“Why? He went to become a monk.”

			“Yes, he has gone to become a monk, but has he secured his salvation? He’s still just a youngster. Who knows what kind of people are down there. That is why I beseech Christ and the Panagia day and night to help him.”

			What a diligent mother! It was her prayers and tears that helped him and protected him from evil. After all, he was so simple that he would do whatever people told him.

			

	

In Constantinople

			As did most Russian pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem, Anastasios also passed through Constantinople, which was the capital of the Ottoman Empire at that time. While he was searching for a boat that would take him to Palestine, something unexpected happened, as he himself related:

			A swindler approached me and made out that he was going to show me around. The result was that he took the money that I had for the fare. But that wasn’t all. I was not in the least bit suspicious and confided in him my intention of becoming a monk. Having taken all my money with the pretext of getting me a ticket, he took me to a brothel where I was to stay the night. There, he told those ‘nice’ ladies, to take ‘special’ care of me. Since I was exhausted from my trip, I asked that they put me somewhere to sleep. A lady showed me a corner in a corridor. I immediately lay down and slept. But noises, songs, inappropriate conversations, and the like often woke me.

			At some point, it was daybreak. I got up, thanked them, and left. As I came out, an unknown stranger stopped me and asked, ‘What are you doing here?’ I answered, ‘They brought me here to sleep.’ ‘My child, they brought you to a house of ill repute, but your angel protected you. Go, now. But next time, be careful!’2

			Later, when we asked him who that stranger was, he answered with his usual simplicity: “It could have been my guardian angel, or maybe it was St. Alexios the Man of God.”

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Francis acquired prayer of the heart approximately one year after his arrival on the Holy Mountain.

				

				
					2 Monk Joseph Dionysiatis, Elder Arsenios the Cave-Dweller, 2005, pp. 37–38.

				

			

		

	


			In the Holy Land

			Elder Hieronymos

			Even though Anastasios had lost all his money, by the grace of God he managed to earn enough to pay the fare for a boat to Palestine. After facing many difficulties, through the prayers of his mother he finally arrived there in 1910 at the age of twenty-four. During his travels, he passed through the Monastery of St. George the Chozebite and the Monastery of Temptation. When he tried to kiss the hands of the monks there, they pulled their hands away out of humility because they were not priests. Anastasios likewise said to himself out of humility: “Just look at how sinful you are; they don’t even let you kiss their hands!”

			Finally, he decided to join the Monastery of St. Sabbas. He was tonsured* a monk at the Monastery of Temptation and received the name Anatolios. He was known for his child-like simplicity, his burning faith, and his strong yearning for prayer. At the Monastery of St. Sabbas, the abbot entrusted him with the responsibilities of the cellarer.1

			In those days, Fr. Anatolios grew acquainted with a very pious hierodeacon, Fr. Basil (1883–1966), who would later become the renowned Elder Hieronymos of Aegina. He was a great man with many virtues and much prayer, and he was also from Asia Minor. With their common love for noetic prayer and the spiritual life, the two of them quickly bonded with a close spiritual friendship. Every evening after church, they met and discussed various spiritual topics and prayed the compunctious prayer together for hours on end. Both of them considered their acquaintance a blessed coincidence.

			Meanwhile, Fr. Anatolios’s younger sister had become a nun at the age of sixteen at the Monastery of Theoskepastos in Pontus. Her new name was Efpraxia. Aflame with divine zeal, she went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. When she met her brother, he immediately revealed to her the treasure he had found—Fr. Basil—so that she could also enjoy his wise teachings about prayer. The wise abbot of the monastery allowed Sister Efpraxia to stay in the monastery’s guest quarters for a week. During that time, the three of them met every evening, and Fr. Basil taught them “the compunctious prayer” until midnight. The teachings and the virtuous life of Fr. Basil made such an impression on Sister Efpraxia that she chose him to be her elder. Later, when Fr. Basil ended up in Aegina, she went with him and served him for forty-seven entire years. After the repose of her beloved elder, this thrice-blessed nun was counted worthy of seeing him several times in visions.

			

	

Leaving the Holy Land

			Fr. Basil remained in the Holy Land for about a year and then left for Constantinople. He thought he would find someone there who could lead him to loftier spiritual levels. Thus, Fr. Anatolios remained by himself, continuing his blessed life of prayer and service. With the passage of time, the counsels of Fr. Basil set his heart on fire for noetic prayer even more. Since there was no one there to guide him, he said to himself: “What am I sitting around here for? I’ll go to Bethlehem!”

			Fr. Anatolios served as a sacristan for a few years in Bethlehem where the church paid him for his services. With the money he bought a silken cassock! He didn’t know the value of silk; to him, silk and flax were the same thing. While he was there, he read in the life of St. Mary of Egypt that she had much repentance* [The same word is used in Greek for both “repentance” and “prostration”]. Since he wanted to imitate her, he also wanted to do many prostrations, and began doing five thousand every night!

			In those days, the Holy Land had already begun to lose its peaceful atmosphere. Modern means of travel had opened the way for large groups of pilgrims. Every year the situation was becoming more difficult. Furthermore, young Arab women were frequently asking him to light their candles, take their oil, etc. Realizing the danger, he said to himself: “Careful, Anatolios. You better get up and leave because you’ll get in trouble around here.”

			

	

To the Holy Mountain

			One night Fr. Anatolios had a dream that a heavenly messenger brought him a letter supposedly from his mother, but it was really from the Panagia. The letter said: “My child, if you want to be saved, come to my garden at the Holy Mountain.”

			Furthermore, he had also heard about the great gift of noetic prayer, and the other monks told him to go to the Holy Mountain to find it. After receiving the blessing* of his abbot, he set off along with another Pontic monk by train to Alexandria. When they arrived at the train station there, the porters saw his silken cassock and assumed he was rich, so they cordially offered to carry his baggage for him. Seeing such kindness, Fr. Anatolios said to himself with amazement: “Just look at what good Christians these people are! Not even we monks are so helpful!”

			As soon as they had arrived to where they were going, the porters said to him: “Hand it over.”

			“Hand what over?”

			“The money!”

			“You mean you take money for carrying my things?”

			“Hmph! What do you think? We’d do it for free?”

			“You mean you don’t do it out of love for Christ?”

			“No, Father. How else are we going to make a living?”

			So he paid them.

			Later when he went to eat, the same thing happened. A waiter said to him,

			“What would you like to eat? We have this, this, this, this, and that.”

			“My, my! What gluttony!” he answered. He was so simple that he thought he was expected to eat everything. While he was eating, he was thinking to himself, “How hospitable the people are around here!” But then when they unexpectedly asked him to pay.…

			Since he had run out of money, he went to Patriarch Photius. The Patriarch was a very generous man, and he gave him enough money for his trip to Mount Athos. On his way there, he passed through Constantinople where Fr. Basil helped him obtain permission from the Ottoman rulers to enter the Holy Mountain.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 The cellarer of a monastery is the monk in charge of procuring and keeping provisions.

				

			

		

	


			On the Holy Mountain

			Thirst for Noetic Prayer

			When he got off the boat at Mount Athos, in his simplicity he thought that all the ascetics would come out of their caves to greet him by name. Naturally, however, no one came out to greet him. He thought: “What’s going on here? How come no one came out to greet me?”

			Wearing his silken cassock, he began looking for a place to live. When the Athonite fathers saw him with such a luxurious cassock, they looked at him strangely. Finally, he learned what the problem was, so he sold his cassock and used the money to commemorate his parents for forty Liturgies.

			Fr. Anatolios searched to find someone who could teach him noetic prayer. But since he couldn’t find anyone, he decided to join the brotherhood at Stavronikita. He chose this idiorrhythmic* monastery so as to have the freedom to struggle and say the prayer more. After spending a few years there, he became a great-schema* monk with the name “Arsenios.”

			When he was in Russia, he worked in a tobacco factory and learned to smoke. When he became a monk, he gave up smoking. This passion, however, can easily come back if one is not careful and an opportunity arises. Since there were a few fathers in that idiorrhythmic monastery who smoked, Fr. Arsenios started smoking again. He also acquired the habit of drinking wine, which is something he had not done in the world. Thus, he found himself in a spiritually dangerous situation. However, God did not abandon him, because he was very humble and had good intentions. He led him to Francis.

			Fr. Arsenios heard that a man with noetic prayer was living ascetically under a boulder. As soon as he heard this, his heart flared up. He prayed to St. Nicholas: “I don’t know if it’s a sin to abandon my monastery, but if I find him, I will stay there with him if he has noetic prayer.” As soon as he had said these words, he heard a voice telling him: “Arsenios, go and save yourself.” These were the same words that his patron saint, St. Arsenios the Great, had heard.

			After receiving the blessing of the monk who had given him the great schema, he quietly tossed his clothes out the window of his cell at Stavronikita. He then walked out the front gate, went outside his window, took his clothes and left! He went to Katounakia to the famous Elder Daniel and said to him:

			“I want to find the man with noetic prayer so that I can live ascetically with him.”

			“Where are you from?”

			“Stavronikita.”

			“Oh! You’re from an idiorrhythmic monastery and you think you can become an ascetic, my child?”

			“Yes! I want to be an ascetic!”

			“Fine. Go to such-and-such a cave where a good young man named Francis is living ascetically. If he wants to keep you there, it will be good. ‘Two are better than one.’1 It will be good for him to have you, since he won’t fall into delusion so easily. It will be good for you, too, since you will be in good company.”

			

	

Fr. Arsenios and Francis Meet

			As soon as Fr. Arsenios heard this, he went running to the cave and found Francis there under the boulder. “How are you doing in there, my Brother Francis? Do you have noetic prayer?”

			Francis was astonished by such a bold question coming from a monk he didn’t even know. “Why do you want to know if I have it?”

			“Because I also want it. I left Jerusalem for this reason.”

			“Yes, I have noetic prayer, Father. I came here to weep for my sins.”

			“Can I come and struggle with you?”

			“Will you be able to?”

			“I will!”

			“Do you say prayers? Do you do prostrations? Do you weep for your sins?”

			“I do prostrations and say prayers, but I don’t weep for my sins.”

			“You should shed tears and weep for your sins. If you want to stay here and live as an ascetic with me, go ask Elder Daniel for permission.”

			Fr. Arsenios left much benefited. He went to Elder Daniel and said to him, “He is a very spiritual person. Even in Jerusalem I haven’t heard words like his!”

			“Ah, so you have found your friend now,” Elder Daniel replied.

			“I must go there because I am a great sinner, and I need to struggle more. Here the fathers are holy and don’t need so much repentance. I have a lot of sins and need to go to the cave. Do I have your blessing?”

			“Yes, go.”

			He went back to Francis’s cave, and with his typical simplicity, he brought him a fig, some rusks, and a stool.

			“Will you accept me? I brought you a fig and some rusks.”

			Francis thought to himself, “He is a good, little soul. Nice and simple.”

			“All right. Stay. We will struggle together.”

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Eccl. 4:9.

				

			

		

	


			Life with Francis

			One Soul in Two Bodies

			From that moment on, they lived together—thirty-seven years without ever parting. They never let any argument arise; they were like brothers. In the beginning, Fr. Arsenios was Francis’s elder because he was older and already a great-schema monk. But when he saw that Francis was not only more spiritual but also much sharper than he was, he conceded the authority to him. One day Fr. Arsenios said to him:

			“Will you be obedient to whatever I tell you?”

			“Yes,” replied Francis.

			“Okay. From now on, you will be the elder.”

			In this way, Francis became his elder, even though he had not yet become a monk. Even so, Francis continued to respect Fr. Arsenios as if he were his elder. Later, whenever new people would come to be his disciples, he would call them “my child,” whereas he always called Fr. Arsenios his brother and co-ascetic. Likewise, in the common gatherings, he always attributed to him the honor of an elder. They were both co-ascetics and co-strugglers, but the real elder was Francis.

			A little while later they went to Karyes, and Fr. Arsenios asked Francis for a blessing to go venerate the miracle-working icon* of the Panagia, “The Awesome Protection.”

			In order to test him, Francis told him, “First you need to do a prostration to me.”

			Fr. Arsenios started thinking to himself: “How can I do a prostration to him in public since he is a layman, and I am a great-schema monk twelve years older than he?” He started to sweat, looked around two or three times to see if anyone was watching, and then he finally did a prostration. After passing this test, he never again had any difficulty.

			Later Fr. Arsenios said:

			I wanted to have Elder Joseph (i.e., Francis) as my elder and guide, even though I was older. He had brains; I didn’t. He had theoria and was knowledgeable, whereas I had praxis.

			Once upon a time two people wanted to cross the river. One was blind and the other was lame. The blind man carried on his shoulders the lame person who could see, and that is how they managed to cross the river. Elder Joseph had his spiritual eyes open, but he lacked the physical strength I had. I had praxis—I had “legs”—but I lacked spiritual eyesight; I was not watchful. I took him on my back, and we proceeded. He led me, and we passed the river of this present life.1

			

	

The Humility of Fr. Arsenios

			Fr. Arsenios had brought some bad habits with him from his idiorrhythmic monastery. Francis put an end to them right away by agreeing to live with him only under the condition that he would stop doing those things. Since Fr. Arsenios was also a hearty ascetic, he accepted those restrictions without complaint. Besides, he could see that Francis’s advice was for his salvation. Francis told him:

			“That is not good. And you need to stop doing this, too. Either correct yourself and start behaving properly, or leave!”

			“Janem,2 I’ll correct myself!”

			“You say, ‘Janem, I’ll correct myself,’ but you keep doing it!”

			“Come on; be patient!”

			Francis made Fr. Arsenios holy. He was so strict with silence that when Fr. Arsenios started to say, “Father so-and-so did this and that…,” Francis immediately interrupted him and said: “Look, what other people do out there is none of our business. It is forbidden to talk about what other people are doing. We need to pay attention to what we are doing.”

			A little while later, Fr. Arsenios forgot himself and started to say: “Father so-and-so passed by. What a negligent monk he is!”

			He didn’t even finish what he was saying before Francis slapped him and abruptly said to him: “Don’t talk! Don’t say anything about anyone. Who are you to judge? Shame on you! Say the prayer!”

			“Fine, I won’t do it again.”

			A few hours later, though, something else would slip out:

			“So-and-so was….” Bam! Another slap!

			“What now, Janem? What did I say?”

			“What did you say? What you said was enough to deprive you of the blessing of prayer. What else do you want?”

			“Okay, I won’t do it again.”

			“Don’t say anything at all, Arsenios!”

			A little while later, Gero-Arsenios3 would forget and say, “So-and-so is not doing very well.”

			Bam! Geronda whacked him right on the cheek! “That’s criticism! You’ve slipped again!”

			“That’s criticism?”

			“What do you think it is, Arsenios? Silence! Close your mouth! What do you care?”

			“Ah, Janem, you always hit.”

			“If we lose grace, where are we going to find it again?”

			One time Francis lifted up his hand to scratch his head. Fr. Arsenios thought that he was going to get hit again, so he quickly raised his hands to protect himself! Fr. Arsenios was such a good-natured struggler that he tolerated everything with a brave spirit. Just think of what humility he had! He was thirty-six years old and had already been a monk for twelve years, yet he overlooked this and was obedient to a young twenty-four year old layman. This can only be achieved with a great internal struggle and forcefulness. Fr. Arsenios patiently accepted all of his strict treatment his entire life, and God rewarded him with much grace for this valiant resignation.

			Years would pass before Fr. Arsenios was overshadowed by grace. It took so long because he first had to destroy the passions stemming from his bad habits. Then, one night eight years later, Fr. Arsenios fell at Geronda’s feet and wept. Through his tears he said, “Oh, Geronda! What is this that you gave me tonight through your prayers? I was filled with light, inside and outside. Christ came and smiled at me.” Upon hearing this, Geronda also wept for joy and said, “Yes, that is it, Arsenios.”

			

	

Their Schedule

			Francis and Fr. Arsenios received their monastic schedule from the holy ascetic Elder Daniel the Hesychast. Later Francis would in turn pass it on to his disciples, and they would give it to their many brotherhoods within Mount Athos, throughout Greece, and abroad. It was a new, tested, holy schedule, which the two ascetics tailored to their own needs as follows.

			In the afternoon, they would eat together. Their “meal” consisted of only three ounces of rusks, which is as much as would fit in a tin can they had. Then they would retire to their cells to rest and slept only three or four hours, but Francis wouldn’t sleep lying down. He usually slept upright in a chair. At sunset, they would wake up to begin their vigil. They would not speak to each other so that they would not ruin the clarity of mind that sleep had granted them. They would silently drink some black coffee (or just chew on coffee beans) as an aid, and then, if it was winter, they withdrew to their cells for an all-night vigil. So that the coffee would not irritate their empty stomachs, they would also eat an orange or an apple (if they had any). If it was summer, they did their vigil outdoors in separate places.

			They began their vigil with the Trisagion, the Creed, and Psalm 50. Then they sat for a while and meditated* on death, hell, the joy of the righteous in heaven, and other thoughts that would benefit their souls. They concluded this stage of contemplation with the thought that everyone else would be saved, while only they would go to hell. In this manner, they had compunction, mourning, and repentance. However, they would not spend a great deal of time in that stage of contemplation. As soon as their nous was collected and their heart was contrite, they began saying the prayer. Francis said it noetically, whereas Fr. Arsenios quietly whispered it.

			They usually did noetic prayer standing up with absolute concentration, humility, and contrition, battling against sleep for seven or eight hours while keeping the nous in the heart. Afterwards, they began doing prostrations, usually about 3,500. When it was cold, they did more to keep warm! They rarely lit their wood stove because the heat would make them drowsy. After finishing their prostrations, they fulfilled the obligatory monastic requirement by doing the services on their prayer-ropes.4 After all that, whenever it was possible they would go to a neighboring brotherhood to attend the Divine Liturgy. They usually preferred to go to Elder Daniel the Hesychast’s Liturgy, but this was not always possible, especially in winter when the snow closed all the paths. By the end of the Divine Liturgy, the sun had risen, and they drank some tea and had some rusks. If they were exhausted from the toil of their vigil, they would sometimes rest for an hour in the morning. When they got up, they would pray some more or go looking for ascetics who could benefit them. In this manner, the two ascetics lived like angels.

			

	

Their Ascetism

			They lived a strict, ascetical life in obscurity with obedience to Elder Daniel the Hesychast, and worshipping God in prayer throughout the night. One day after a big snowfall, Francis said to Fr. Arsenios: “Why don’t we go to our spiritual father and receive Communion?”

			“Let’s go,” Fr. Arsenios replied.

			“But let’s go barefoot for more asceticism, just like all those saints who walked barefoot.”

			“All right. Let’s go like that.”

			They set off and walked a few hours barefoot in the snow through the ravines and over rocks until they reached Cold Streams. This area received its name from the streams there that are ice cold even in summer. When they arrived there, Francis’s feet had frozen, and he couldn’t proceed any farther. Even though Fr. Arsenios was twelve years older than Francis, he was the tougher and stronger one because Francis had become somewhat weak from all the ascesis. “Father Arsenios, let’s sit down. I can’t go any farther!”

			Later, Fr. Arsenios related: “My feet had become warm, and I could have gone farther, but since Francis’s feet had frozen, we stayed there.”

			It was still night, though, and they had no place to stay. So they dug their way down to the ground through the snow, found some wood, and lit a fire to keep warm. To keep from falling asleep and freezing to death, they also did prostrations all night long. At daybreak, Francis said:

			“Father Arsenios, let’s go back; we won’t make it all the way to Elder Daniel like this. Since we’re closer to our hut, let’s go back home and not imagine that we can do this kind of ascesis.”

			A few days later, he said: “Father Arsenios, you had better go to our spiritual father and to the Great Lavra to ask for some rusks, olives, and a little oil.”

			“All right. I’ll go, Geronda.”

			This time, Fr. Arsenios went with his shoes on. When he reached Cold Streams, he met a cave-dwelling monk with his donkeys, who said to him: “Father Arsenios! There are barefoot ascetics around here!”

			“How do you know?”

			“We saw their footprints!”

			Fr. Arsenios thought to himself, “If they only knew it was us!”

			“Think of that!” continued the monk. “We have barefoot ascetics here without even knowing it! They must be living ascetically in some unknown caves.”

			“Probably,” Fr. Arsenios replied. What else could he say?

			

	

Extreme Ascesis

			Fr. Arsenios heard that many saints wore hair shirts directly on their skin. He tried doing this, but it was difficult because the thick hairs punctured his skin like needles, and his whole body became full of wounds. He was patient for an entire year before he decided to stop this excessively harsh ascesis. In general, they sacrificed their youth with laborious ascesis. They disregarded their life and scorned it, so to speak, in order to win the grace of God.

			Once, Francis decided to remain standing all night in prayer for the sake of ascesis. He remained standing and motionless for twelve hours, while keeping his nous from wandering away from his heart! In order to accomplish this ascetical feat, he devised a special kind of cane that was shaped like the letter “T.”

			By leaning on this cane, he was able to remain standing the entire night, praying both with and without his prayer-rope. He even tried tying a rope to the ceiling and passing it under his armpits to help him remain upright.

			One day after many days of fasting and all-night standing, he fell down out of sheer exhaustion and hit his head. Hours later when he regained consciousness, he couldn’t figure out why his head hurt, why his oil lamp was broken with its oil all over the floor, and why his cane was not in his hand. After fully coming to his senses, he realized that he must have fallen asleep while reading Compline and knocked down the oil-lamp beside him. Who knows how many sleepless nights he had had? He struggled hard against sleep because he saw in practice that no ascesis brings as many blessings as deprivation of sleep for the sake of prayer.

			

	

Compliments

			Sleep battled against Francis throughout his youth on the Holy Mountain. This battle tired him especially during winter since it was too cold for him to fight sleep by going outside. The warfare was not just from the natural desire to sleep but also from the demons who despise vigils with noetic prayer. Many times he and Fr. Arsenios would do prostrations barefoot in the snow to overcome their drowsiness.

			Only once in his life did Francis not wake up for his vigil. One day Papa-Ananias said to him, “Geronda, is there anyone else in the entire Holy Mountain who mindfully and seriously practices hesychasm with praxis and theoria? I doubt it. You are the only one.”

			He was momentarily enticed by this compliment, and he looked as if he were in a daze. But a second later he regained his senses and exclaimed, “Get behind me, Satan!” and punched himself on the thigh with all his might. “Forgive me, my God!” As a “penance” for him, God allowed him to be so sleepy the following night that he slept right through his vigil until late in the morning. Instead of working that day, he did his prayer rule* to make up for neglecting it.

			After experiencing how easy it is to accept vainglorious thoughts and seeing how much damage they do, he later wrote to someone: “Be careful… not to compliment one another in each other’s presence, for if compliments harm the perfect, how much more harmful they will be to you who are still weak.”5

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Ἰωαννικίου Ἀρχ., Ἀθωνικὸν Γεροντικόν, Κουφάλια Θεσ/νίκης, 1992, σελ. 360.

				

				
					2 “Janem” is the Turkish word for “my soul.” It is used as a form of address between close friends.

				

				
					3 Instead of referring to elderly monks as merely “Father so-and-so,” in Greek one may attach the prefix “Gero-” to their names.

				

				
					4 One of the daily responsibilities of a monk is to attend (or read on his own) all the daily services, which are: Midnight Hour; Orthros; First, Third, Sixth, and Ninth Hours; Vespers; and Compline. These may be replaced by saying the Jesus prayer a certain number of times. For example, one may substitute Compline with saying the Jesus prayer 1,500 times. A monk may replace all the daily services by saying the Jesus prayer 7,500 times daily.

				

				
					5 Monastic Wisdom, p. 55.
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			4. 

			Life with Elder Ephraim the Barrel-maker

		

	


			Submission to Elder Ephraim

			Genuine Eldership

			After Francis had been on Mount Athos for two or three years and had been with Fr. Arsenios for about a year, the wise Elder Daniel of Katounakia said to them:

			“You aren’t accomplishing anything like this. Now you will listen to me. Here on the Holy Mountain there is a tradition: in order to become an elder you need to bury an elder. In other words, you need to have an elder and be obedient to him until his death in order to become an elder. The two of you, however, will not succeed because you are living idiorrhythmically. You [pointing to Fr. Arsenios] have left from your place of obedience, and you [pointing to Francis] have not become a great-schema monk yet. Without the blessing of an elder, nothing succeeds in monasticism. Without the seal of a spiritual father, no spiritual work bears fruit. If you want to have the grace of God all your life, you must first pass under obedience.”

			“But where can we go?” asked Francis.

			“Don’t worry, my children,” Elder Daniel continued. “I see the calling you have for prayer. Nearby in our neighborhood at the cell of the Annunciation, there are two little old monks: Ephraim and Joseph. They won’t live very long—five or ten years at most. [Indeed, they would only live for another seven years.] If you receive their blessing, then you are free to continue struggling as you please. Then you can do whatever you want. So go and be obedient to them and take care of them in their old age, and when they die, you, Francis, will become a normal elder.”

			Since both of them were full of zeal to do the will of God, they followed his advice without hesitation. In fact, they considered it to be a real revelation, as if it had come straight from the mouth of God. So they went and submitted themselves in obedience to the little old monks Joseph and Ephraim “the Barrel-maker.”

			

	

The Simple Old Men

			The Elders Ephraim and Joseph were simple, good, and guileless old men. They were from Northern Epirus, and they lived together in Katounakia in the cell of the Annunciation, a little lower down from Elder Daniel.

			When Elder Ephraim was a layman, he married and had eight children. He lived with great piety and gradually began to desire the monastic life. His wife, however, did not want to let him leave. So he prayed fervently that God would find a way for him to become a monk. It was not long before his children started dying one by one. As soon as his wife realized what was happening, she said with trembling: “Quickly, get up and go become a monk, so that at least one or two of my children will survive and be around to console me!”

			Without waiting for her to change her mind, he seized the opportunity and immediately went to Katounakia and became a monk alongside his relative who was already there, Fr. Joseph. They were disciples of Fr. Nicodemus of Dionysiou, who was a learned writer and hesychast, and had built the cell of the Annunciation at Katounakia. An example of their asceticism and their simplicity is the following story:

			Once, when Elder Ephraim was bringing dinner to his Elder Joseph, he dropped the pot on the ground. The pot broke and the pasta in it scattered all over the ground. When he told his elder what had happened, he replied with simplicity and forbearance, “Eh, then we’ll just eat it there.” And so they did in fact eat their pasta right off the ground!

			

	

Love for the Elders

			Francis and Fr. Arsenios went to these blessed old monks at the end of 1923. Elder Ephraim didn’t know how to express his joy for the obedience and assistance of his two new disciples. He was frequently moved to tears seeing their eagerness and their perfect obedience. With all his might, Francis dedicated himself to blessed obedience in order to please his elders. He loved them even more than himself. He didn’t treat obedience as a chore, but he served the old monks with a joy that flows from love; for when you truly love someone, you spontaneously do whatever you can to make that person happy. Young Francis quickly realized from his own experience that the more reverence one has for one’s elder, the more grace one receives. He would constantly teach this great lesson to all who would later come to him for advice.

			

	

Fruits of Obedience

			Francis and Fr. Arsenios behaved like angels towards their elders. They prepared the food, cleaned the house, and did whatever was necessary with joy and love. In fact, they even tried to foresee what the elders would need in order to please them more. They had so much reverence for those old monks that they were even more obedient to them than children are to their real parents. For this is the true meaning of obedience: to remove your ego from the center of your soul and to place God and your elder there.

			It was not long before they saw the fruits of their obedience. Because of their obedience, it was natural that they found great ease in prayer. In this way, Francis realized from his own experience why the holy Fathers praised holy obedience. He began to understand what the holy Fathers meant when they said: “A disciple, in the depths of his soul, breathes God and his elder like an innocent baby.”

			Throughout that entire period, he had the gift of tears which ran ceaselessly like a river. His heart was aflame with love for God and his spiritual father. Ever since then, Francis held holy obedience as the foremost virtue. He emphasized no other virtue more than this one. In fact, he later wrote to someone: “Personally, I have never seen anything more comforting in my soul than perfect obedience.”1

			

	

The Call

			Under the protection of blessed obedience to Elders Ephraim and Joseph, Francis and Fr. Arsenios began their great struggles. It was during that time that Francis engaged in the most fierce and relentless battle of his monastic life: with the demon of fornication.

			One night while Francis was saying the prayer with stillness, a light suddenly filled the place, and he came to theoria. He himself related this vision as follows:

			My nous was raptured up to a plain. I beheld monks there lined up for battle according to rank. A tall general approached me and said, “Do you want to enter and fight in the front line?”

			And I answered that I greatly desire to duel with the Ethiopians on the other side, who were screaming and breathing fire like wild dogs, and whose mere sight aroused fear. Even so, I was not afraid, because I had so much fury that I could have ripped them apart with my teeth. It is true, though, that even as a layman I had a very brave soul. So then the general separated me from the lines where there was a multitude of fathers. After we passed three or four lines in the regiment, he brought me to the front line where there were one or maybe two monks face to face with the ferocious demons. The demons were ready to rush against us, but I was also breathing fire and fury against them. He left me there and added, “I shall not hinder, but shall help whoever desires to fight bravely against them.” Then I came to myself once more and reflected, “I wonder, what kind of war is this going to be?”2

			

	

Carnal Warfare

			From then on fierce carnal warfare began, in which the demons did not let him have a moment’s rest day or night. Every night was a ferocious struggle, and every day was full of thoughts* and passions. He couldn’t get any sleep because every time he closed his eyes and began to sleep, the warfare intensified. He slept standing up in a corner or sitting in a special wooden stool with armrests that he himself had made. He passed eight entire years without lying down to sleep—that is, as long as it took for the carnal warfare to pass.

			It is worth emphasizing that he had never had any past experience with carnal sins and was completely chaste. Nevertheless, God allowed this warfare to be intense, not only so that he could show his good intentions, but also so that he would later be able to guide others to the fragrant pastures of chastity. He would pray with tears and agony of heart: “My dear Panagia, I want complete purity and virginity! I don’t want this sinful pleasure, my dear Lady.”

			Francis struggled intensely because he was completely aware of what was happening. Besides, it was in his character never to give in to anything improper. He fasted strictly and kept vigil all night. He only partook of dry bread and water. When he would reach the limits of exhaustion, grace would strengthen him, and thus he would continue his fearsome struggle. The more time passed, the tougher the demons’ warfare became—it was nearly incessant. But he, too, was full of rage against them. He was so courageous that he said to the demons, “Either I’ll devour you or you’ll devour me.” This is why he never lost a single battle against the demons. With such dedication to fight till death, how could the grace of God not help him and raise him to lofty spiritual states?

			

	

The Intensity of the Struggle

			Every evening he sat down and prayed noetically for six hours without letting his nous leave his heart. He synchronized the invocation of Christ’s name with his breathing. “The pangs of death have encompassed me; the perils of Hades have found me.”3 In fact, he strained himself so much that his sweat ran as if from a faucet. He had a cane for hitting himself on his calves and especially on his thighs. He beat himself mercilessly two or three times daily, which left permanent indentations on his thighs. He later wrote:

			I broke many canes on my thighs before subjugating my body. I stood like a torturer over myself. My whole body trembled when it saw that I was about to lay hold of a cane. The demons fled, the passions were pacified, comfort came, and my soul rejoiced. For it is a law of God: whatever causes sensual pleasure is cured by pain.4

			He continued begging God to have pity on him and to remove the warfare from him, but the assaults continued.

			It is very likely that contemporary monastics and struggling laymen will wonder why this young ascetic beat himself so mercilessly. Even though it sounds horrible, it is not a sign of mental instability, nor is it the only such instance in ascetical literature.5 God has revealed through various miracles that He accepted this form of ascesis as a martyrdom. The Sayings of the Desert Fathers and The Ladder are full of similar ascetical struggles in which the body is not being punished but rather being subdued to the ruling nous. The aim of Orthodox asceticism is to kill the passions, not the body.

			

	

Divine Consolation

			Even though Francis was living under obedience with prayer, tears, and ascesis, these harsh attacks continued unabated. It was during this period in his life that he encountered intense afflictions and bitter temptations which were necessary for him to be purified of his passions. He wept, he sighed, he implored the Most Holy Theotokos, who frequently comforted him, but no solution was in sight. Occasionally the warfare would subside and he would have a brief respite, and then it would return with even more intensity. His body began to collapse under the pressure of the struggle, and his courage began to waver as he perceived an apparent impasse. Thus, the young spiritual athlete began to lose courage. Sorrow and despair began to envelop him. At this time God granted him a vision to console him.

			It was near St. Basil’s, on a summer’s night with a full moon. His heart was heavy, and grace was providing him with no comfort. He was falling into despair because he had no one who could listen to his pain, and therefore he kept it all bottled up inside himself. Since he had no other way to find relief, he decided to visit his spiritual father, Elder Daniel the Hesychast, so that he could at least tell him his thoughts and receive Communion. And then the following happened, as he himself would later write to a spiritual daughter of his:

			After arriving, I stood a short distance away on top of a rock so that I would not disturb their vigil of noetic prayer. It must have been ten o’clock at night. As I was sitting and saying the prayer noetically, I heard the sweet voice of a bird singing, and my nous was raptured by the voice. I followed it to see where that bird was, carefully looking here and there. As I was searching, I entered a beautiful meadow and proceeded on a road as white as snow, with diamond and crystalline walls. Inside the walls were all kinds of golden-hued flowers. So my nous forgot about the bird and was entirely captivated beholding that paradise. As I went farther, I saw a tall, splendid palace, amazing both nous and intellect.* In the door stood our Panagia carrying our sweetest Jesus as an infant in her arms. She was all white as snow and glittered. And I approached and kissed her with infinite love. And she embraced me like an infant and said something to me. I cannot forget the love she showed to me as a true Mother. Then without fear or shyness I went up to her, just as I would approach her icon, and did what a small and innocent child would do when he sees his sweet mother. I still do not know how I left her side, for my nous had been entirely engulfed from above. I departed from there on another road and came back to the meadow where there was a beautiful mansion. There they gave me something as a blessing and told me: “Here is the bosom of Abraham; it is customary for us to give a blessing to anyone who passes by here.” So I passed by there as well and came to myself, and I was leaning against the rock once again.

			After this, I abandoned the purpose for which I had gone, and went down full of joy to venerate the icon of the Panagia in the cave of St. Athanasius the Athonite, because I had great reverence for her. I had stayed there six months in the beginning out of love for her and used to light her oil-lamp. Night and day I meditated on her. So while I was wholly captive that night by divine love, I went down to thank her. And as soon as I went inside and venerated her—I was standing across from her icon and was thanking her—so much fragrance, like a refreshing breath of air, emanated from her sweet mouth that it filled my soul and I remained speechless in a second ecstasy for a long time. And when the chapel’s caretaker came up to attend to the oil-lamps, I fled as if I were delirious, just in case he perceived something and started asking me questions.6

			Later, when he related these visions to us, we asked him: “Geronda, what work did you do so that the Panagia would appear to you and embrace you?”

			And he replied: “Through self-reproach and self-knowledge I have realized my wretchedness. ‘What are you?’ I asked myself. ‘Nothing. You aren’t even a worm.’ When grace comes to man, it makes him God. But when it departs from him, then he is ready to fall into every heresy, every delusion, every moral deviation, and even damnation. Everything is supported by the grace of God. But grace also has its requirements before it will dwell in man. It seeks his good intentions, his willpower, and his struggle. Together with grace, man becomes an angel. Without grace, he deviates and becomes a demon.”

			Because he pondered on such thoughts for hours every day, they became second nature to him. Knowing himself so deeply gave him the humility to be capable of receiving lofty gifts from God without becoming prideful about them.

			He often admitted: “If the grace of God leaves me, I will do the worst crimes because we have all the seeds in our souls—both the good and the bad. Whichever prevail as a result of our own volition will take control. How many people there have been who cast out demons and then fell!”
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			Elder Joseph as a young monk.

			

	

The Warfare Intensifies

			After this vision, one would expect that the warfare would have ended. On the contrary, the struggle became even tougher! The peace lasted only a few days, and then the carnal warfare returned twice as strong. He consoled himself through tears and prayer, but there were times that the grace of God withdrew, and then the struggle became intolerable.

			Through prayer and watchfulness over his thoughts, he continuously struggled to keep his nous clear. He also constantly beat himself so that the pain would neutralize the carnal pleasure. But the more he prayed, the fiercer the demons became because they saw that this young ascetic was trying to elude their traps. And as if all this were not enough, the demons constantly whispered to him in his thoughts: “You will not accomplish anything. We will crush you. In vain do you struggle. How long will you last?”

			New assaults of unclean thoughts and intense carnal burning assailed him. Again the demons tried to darken his nous with thoughts of despair, telling him, “It is impossible to escape from our hands.” Yet the young ascetic did not lay down his weapons. He was extremely patient, prayed day and night, and did thousands of prostrations.

			

	

Physical Warfare from the Demons

			As if this warfare were not enough, the demons physically beat him out of envy. Every night was a real martyrdom. Some would grab his hair, others would grab his feet, his hands, and his beard which had not grown long yet. Entire battalions of demons rushed at him and tortured him and shouted altogether: “Choke him! Kill him!” And it wasn’t just one or two nights, but continued on for eight whole years!

			In the beginning, like a fierce lion he fought against the demons as if they were physical entities. He would grab one of the demons and use him like a club to hit the other demons. He would also punch those evil spirits as if they were material entities. Most of the time, however, his punches passed right through the demons as if he were punching the air. As a result, he ended up bruising his hands against the walls. The walls of his cell were destroyed by all the fighting inside.

			In the end, young Francis learned through his own experience that it is primarily with the name of Christ and the Panagia that the demons are defeated. As soon as they heard him invoke the name of Christ and the Panagia with love and hope, their might dissipated like smoke. “Hurry, my dear Panagia!” he would cry from the depths of his heart. He felt his prayers coming out of his mouth like flames while he continued punching them. Immediately the demons would leave, shouting, “He burned us! He burned us!”

			Even so, his titanic struggle continued every day without waning. Once he told me 7: “One day as I was just sitting there, I began to weep and said: ‘What is this, my dear God? I am barely eating anything and struggling so hard, yet I still can’t win. He is going to destroy me!’ Not even ten minutes passed, and suddenly Satan, that scum, grabbed me by the neck to choke me. Full of rage, I grabbed his side and bit him with my teeth. The bite was so tangible that I felt his hairs touch my lips. I came to myself after biting him, and I sensed such a stench that I couldn’t stay in my cell! I leaped out of my cell, and it still reeked!”

			Despite these difficulties, he frequently experienced the help of the Most Holy Theotokos during his bloody fights, and he realized that the Panagia especially loves chastity. This is why he fought against the carnal passion more than any other passion. He wrote: “I cannot describe to you how much our Panagia loves chastity and purity. Since she is the only pure Virgin, she wants and loves everyone to be pure like that.”8

			

	

Final Victory

			To make things worse, the other monks called Francis deluded and avoided him because they lacked experience of such supernatural struggles. After almost eight years of ceaseless and intense carnal warfare (by then his Elder Ephraim had already made Francis a great-schema monk with the name Joseph) on the last day when Christ was about to deliver him, he was pondering in despair: “Since my body has broken down as if completely dead and since my passions are active as if I were perfectly healthy, the demons have won. Surely they have burned and defeated me, instead of my beating them.”9 And then he was finally delivered from this warfare in the following way, as he himself described later:

			As I was sitting there wounded, despairing, and virtually dead, I perceived that the door opened and someone entered. I did not turn to see who it was, though, but kept saying the prayer. Suddenly I felt that beneath me someone was stimulating me towards sensual pleasure. I turned and saw the scurvy demon whose wounded head stank! Then like a wild beast I dashed to grab him. However, as soon as I grabbed him—he had hairs like a pig—he disappeared. He left the sensation of his hairs on my fingers and the smell of his stench in my nose. At last, from that moment on, the war ended; all the turmoil ceased. Peace came to my soul, and I was completely freed from the filthy passions of the flesh.10

			All night long he thanked God, Who had not forgotten him. He jubilantly chanted the ode that the Prophet Moses sang when Pharaoh was defeated: “Horse and rider hath He hurled into the sea.”11 In the morning, tired from his long vigil, he went into ecstasy* and had the following vision, as he himself related:

			I saw a spacious place that was separated by a sea. In this spacious place, traps were strewn everywhere, but they were hidden so that they would not show. I was in a place very high up, and I saw everything as if in a theater. All the monks had to pass through this area. And in the sea was an enraged dragon, a horrifying demon, whose eyes emitted flames. He would stick out his head to see if the monks were getting caught in the traps. As they passed by without fear or caution, one was caught by the neck, another by the waist, another one by the foot, another by the hand. And seeing this, the demon laughed with delight and exultation. But I was greatly distressed and cried, “Oh! Evil demon! The things you do to us, and how you deceive us!”12

			Then he came to himself with both joy and grief: joy, because he had seen the snares of the devil; grief, because he perceived the dangers that we face our entire lives. After this final victory of his, he admitted to one of his spiritual children:

			I was given the gift of purity: the gift of not differentiating between women and men. The passion is not roused within me at all. By the Lord’s grace, I received the gift of purity, in full knowledge of what I was receiving.13

			Through his indomitable determination, Father Joseph attained this lofty state, even though he had not yet reached the age of thirty-two. From his own experience, he was able to teach his spiritual children:

			When a person struggles to keep his body pure and his nous chaste from filthy thoughts, his life and his prayer ascend like fragrant incense to the heavens. I have seen in practice what I am telling you. There is no sacrifice to God more fragrant than chastity of the body which is obtained with a bloody and dreadful struggle. I have much to say about this blessed chastity, the fruit of which I have tasted and eaten. But you are not able to bear now what I would say. Only one thing shall I tell you now: when such people change their underclothes—which happens every three to six months—they give off a fragrance that spreads throughout the entire house as if a refreshing vial of myrrh had been opened. This is a sign from God of blessed chastity and their most holy virginity.14

			

	

First Victory over Anger

			The carnal passion was not the only passion Francis had to fight. He had to learn that anger (which is a power of the soul given to us by God to fight off the passions and demonic attacks) cannot be misused by directing it at our fellow human beings. One day a Cretan monk started to shout at Elder Ephraim unjustly regarding the boundary between their huts. The Cretan monk lost his temper and started calling Elder Ephraim all kinds of names. Since Elder Ephraim was meek and simple, he didn’t want to talk back to him but kept saying: “What is going on here? What is he doing to me?”

			Francis, who was young and still had his passions alive within him, heard what was happening, and immediately his anger flared up. His heart began to pound quickly, his blood was boiling, and his thinking was starting to blur. Full of indignation, he rolled up his sleeves and decided to go out there and beat up their rude neighbor who was unfairly harassing his elder. But since their neighbor was also strong, Francis first went into their chapel to seek from the Panagia the strength to deal with him! Naturally, the Panagia would never fulfill such a request. Instead, she granted him a change of heart. He immediately threw himself on the floor of the chapel with tears and sobs, calling upon the Panagia to restrain him. “Help me now, my dear Panagia, so that I don’t go out there. Help me; save me, Christ! Because if I go out now, who knows what will happen. Help me; save me; pacify my passion.”

			After weeping and wailing and soaking the ground with a torrent of tears, the passion of anger subsided, and he was calm and able to think clearly. Thus transformed, he calmly went out and took care of the issue with much love and sweetness, saying to the Cretan monk: “This is not so important. We haven’t come here to acquire huts and olive trees and rocks. We came here for our souls; we came for love. If we lose love, we have lost God. We will leave everything else behind, but love and hatred are things we will take with us. And what’s the point, Geronda, if we who have given up our parents and so many other things now argue over this? We will be humiliated before angels, men, and all of creation.”

			Because Francis spoke with so much love and tranquility, the arguing monks not only calmed down but even became friends! Later Francis admitted to us: “If the Panagia hadn’t transformed my anger that day, I might have even killed that monk, because I was so strong and fiery then that I could take on ten people at once and beat them all. This was my first victory as a beginner. Ever since then, I could feel that my passion of anger had diminished, and meekness began to caress my heart.”

			That boorish monk created many other problems for Francis. Francis was extremely patient, however, as can be seen from the following excerpt from his letters:

			If I wanted to relate everything I went through on a daily basis with this passion of anger, I would have to write a book. Since God wanted to free me from it, He would bring about everything appropriate: people would bother me unjustly, they would insult me, they would annoy me. And they would not just simply tempt me, but they would do things that would make you commit murder. But by enduring and choking Satan within me with extreme patience, I was delivered from the evil.15

			

	

The Iconostasis

			Elder Ephraim was a superb woodcarver. He carved the iconostasis for many churches. When the chapel of the Archangels nearby was renovated, a woodcarver told the elder of that hut that he would charge twenty gold coins to carve a new iconostasis. Since that elder couldn’t afford to pay that much, he asked Elder Ephraim to carve it. Elder Ephraim agreed to do the work without discussing the price. When he finished, the elder of that hut gave him only two gold coins and asked him, “Is this good enough?”

			“It’s fine,” replied Elder Ephraim.

			As soon as Fr. Arsenios found out, he was furious. He couldn’t bear seeing the extreme injustice and said to Elder Ephraim: “Is that all you got? That’s not fair! The other monk asked for twenty coins and he paid you off with only two?”

			The simple but wise Elder Ephraim responded: “If we get paid for everything here, my child, what will be left for heaven?”

			Then Fr. Arsenios realized that Elder Ephraim was no fool and said to Francis, “He has virtue that is beyond us.”

			

	

Love of Ascesis

			Whenever the two disciples finished their obligations, they had permission to search caves for hermits in order to learn from them. They took full advantage of this permission and combed all the caves and huts in the area. It was during this time that Francis and Fr. Arsenios began their great ascetical struggles, always with the blessing of their elder. Elder Ephraim saw their great humility and fiery zeal, and he wholeheartedly gave them his blessing to struggle as much as they could and to confess to whichever spiritual father they wanted.

			Above their hut was a little cave in a very precipitous place. It was so steep that if you slipped there, no one would ever find your bones. That is where Francis did ascesis. He went there with the blessing of Elder Ephraim and remained inside praying noetically. He sat there for hours and prayed. Other times he would go with Fr. Arsenios to do ascesis in a place by the sea that they called the “salt ponds.”

			Once they did ascesis for an entire week. When they returned, Elder Ephraim said to them: “My children, where are you doing your ascesis? Where do you go? Take me along to do ascesis with you.”

			But because of his age, he could barely walk. Only with great difficulty and caution were they able to take the zealous old monk down to the sea to the precipitous cave where they were doing ascesis. They took a fishing-rod with them so that they could catch fish to feed him.

			It was not long before the old monk said to them: “My children, I don’t feel so well. Can you take me back up?” As soon as they brought him back, he collapsed out of exhaustion because of his old age.

			

	

Love of Holy Books

			Even though the young novice Francis was unlettered, he would not stop reading the writings of the holy Fathers for help and support. Since most of his free time was spent on noetic prayer, he did not devote himself to exhaustive studies. Nevertheless, he kept reading every day because persistent and arduous reading is necessary to understand the subtleties of various thoughts.

			Naturally, his first choice in reading was Holy Scripture, and especially the New Testament and the Psalms. His mind was so steeped in the concepts found in the Psalms that he wrote his letters with a style similar to that of biblical texts. He also liked reading lives of the saints, which relax the mind, sweeten the heart, enrich one’s discernment, and increase one’s zeal for greater ascetical feats. He said that the lives of the saints are like a mirror in which one can see one’s faults. His disciples remember that no matter what problem they had, he would always have some beneficial incident from the lives of the saints to tell, which would shed light on their need or on the issue that concerned them. His other favorites were the writings of Abba Dorotheos, the Ladder, and the Evergetinos. As for the Philokalia, he never let it collect dust. He sometimes read the Ecclesiastical History and occasionally the Rudder of St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite. He also liked The Way of a Pilgrim, and when he himself became an elder, he highly recommended that people should not just read this book but also give it to others as a present.

			Francis found great benefit in the writings and letters of the Metropolitan Nectarios of Pentapolis, who would later be canonized a saint. He had first heard about him from Elder Daniel of Katounakia. Later, he learned more about him from Elder Hieronymos when he visited him in Aegina. He had great reverence for St. Nectarios, even though he had not yet been canonized.

			One book that he had as an inseparable companion throughout his life was the Ascetical Homilies of St. Isaac the Syrian. He often kept this book beneath his headrest so that it would be one of the first things he would see when he woke up! He had embraced St. Isaac’s teaching so much that one can see the entire life of Elder Joseph as a living book of St. Isaac the Syrian.

			

	

Controversy over the Calendar

			The two young ascetics continued living in this God-pleasing manner for almost two years, far from vain and mundane activities. But suddenly out of the blue, something unforeseen happened that divided the entire Greek Orthodox people and even the Garden of the Panagia. In 1924, the Church of Greece decided to impose the “Revised Julian calendar” on the liturgical cycle. This innovation split the faithful and created ecclesiastical schisms that still have not healed.

			Facing this critical moment, the fathers of the Holy Mountain, after numerous meetings, wisely found the golden compromise. They decided to continue using the old calendar but did not sever their spiritual communion and subordination to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. Nevertheless, some monks of the Holy Mountain were motivated by excessive zeal to disagree with the stance taken by the vast majority of Athonite fathers. The few who disagreed called themselves “zealots,” and they severed their spiritual communion with the Patriarchate and the rest of the Holy Mountain. They would no longer participate in Liturgies or meetings with them. Katounakia was one of the more fervent centers for the zealots.

			Young Francis’s brotherhood, due to the ignorance of their elders and their zeal for tradition, was misled and sided with the zealots. Naturally, the young novice followed their lead. But since their stance stemmed from their great love for God, they were not fanatical. And as we shall see later, the course of events persuaded Elder Joseph to return to the Holy Mountain’s prudent stance.

			

	

Tonsure

			In the meantime, the two disciples continued to live with sincere servitude and great ascesis beside those good and simple old monks. It was not long before one of them, Elder Joseph, reposed in the Lord. Thus, Elder Ephraim became their sole elder. The exceptional lifestyle of young Francis convinced Elder Ephraim that this fighter could officially be enrolled in the angelic order of monasticism. Since they were zealots, the Council of Elders of the Great Lavra hesitated for a long time before giving their permission for his tonsure. Furthermore, the brotherhood of Elder Daniel of Katounakia spread rumors that Francis was deluded. In the end, though, the impeccable conduct of his brotherhood silenced their doubts. Thus, the day of his “second baptism” was set for Sunday, August 31, 1925, the commemoration of the deposition of the precious sash of the Theotokos.

			Francis was tonsured with the name Joseph—that is, he received the name of his departed elder. He was twenty-seven years old. His tonsure took place in the cave of St. Athanasius, in a compunctious atmosphere with a flood of tears. The priest was the spiritual father Euthymius, who lived there in the cave.

			

	

Love for the Theotokos

			All Athonite fathers are known for their deep faith, reverence, and love towards the Most Holy Theotokos. She has promised to be the abbess, protectress, purveyor, and mother of all Athonite monks, and this is why they, too, love her very much. Elder Joseph’s love for her, however, even from his years as a novice, was unparalleled. There are no words to describe the faith, love, and reverence he had for the Panagia. There was no problem, temptation, or issue that he would not entrust to the Theotokos with absolute faith. He would never undertake anything without having previously prayed fervently to her because he had experienced her help many times. For this reason, he would burst into tears when merely thinking of her. He preferred to go to chapels alone, because whenever he saw an icon of the Theotokos, he would fall before her and kiss her icon with streams of tears. Often hours would pass as he knelt and wept torrents of tears. It may be said that as a sweet reward for this devotion she counted him worthy to depart this world on the day of her own dormition

			

	

Love for his Family

			In the meantime, not only the calendar issue but also the great ethnic catastrophe in Asia Minor had shaken all of Greece at its foundation.16 Furthermore, the entire planet was in turmoil with revolutions and massacres. It was as if hell had opened its mouth to devour the whole world. Fr. Joseph was concerned for the spiritual well-being of his relatives and prayed fervently for his entire family.

			One day after praying he knelt to relax a little, and suddenly he beheld before him a fiery young man. His form resembled that of a human, but he radiated a blinding light not of this world. On either side of him, this angel held two little girls in his arms. They were Fr. Joseph’s little sisters who had died young: Marouso and Ergina. The angel turned to each of them and asked:

			“This is your brother. Do you recognize him?”

			The taller girl answered: “I recognize him, but many years have passed since I saw him.”

			The shorter one replied: “I did not see him when I was alive.”

			Then the angel said to them: “Embrace him, and then we shall leave.”

			His two little sisters embraced him very sweetly, and the entire place was filled with an indescribable fragrance, as if he were in a fragrant field of flowers. And then, they departed.

			Soon after this, Fr. Joseph’s mother, who was full of concern and apprehension regarding the numerous calamities, wrote to her son seeking his advice. He, in turn, moved by love and with his elder’s blessing, replied. It was the first time since he had left home that he had written to his relatives. His letter began as follows:

			My beloved Mother and all my brothers, relatives, and friends: rejoice in the Lord, all of you.… I yearned and my soul was aflame to hear about your spiritual and bodily health. But the commandment of the Lord that says, “He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me,” forces me to forget not only parents, brothers, and relatives, but even my very own body. All my soul’s eros* and love yearns to be turned henceforth towards God. Upon Him does it want to gaze and behold, to pray, to seek, to receive the appropriate medicines for the cleansing of the heart and the development of the spiritual man.

			But now, seeing the tremendous calamity that has befallen the world, and fearing lest the danger of impiety reaches you as well, and fearing that I am wasting the constant vigils that I do for you, I was compelled to resort to the maxim: “Necessity overrides law.” And I said, “May I transgress one commandment, so that I might win my beloved ones.” My desire, the burning of my heart, the divine eros that continuously kindles my emotions is how to save souls; how rational sacrifices can be offered to our sweetest Jesus.17

			His letters, full of divine wisdom and immeasurable love stirred his relatives’ souls. It was the first time they had heard words with such beauty, wisdom, and depth. Even though his letters were replete with spelling mistakes, they reflected all the sweetness and love of his heart.

			The results were immediate. All the members of his family read and reread his letters with rivers of tears. His mother even began to desire to become a nun.

			

	

The Three Angels

			As we have already mentioned, there was a large cave in a steep slope above the cell of the Annunciation where Fr. Joseph and Fr. Arsenios lived. A little higher up in a more remote location, Fr. Joseph made an artificial cave on a rock using wooden planks. This room was so small that he could barely fit inside. It was like a box, about four feet on each side. This is where the young Fr. Joseph went in order to struggle more with the prayer, which is something that requires stillness.

			Following the schedule that he had received from Elder Daniel, he would go to this “cave” immediately after sunset, and for six hours would occupy himself with noetic prayer and tears without ceasing.

			Once, on Epiphany, a vigil was going to be held in Katounakia. Fr. Joseph usually did not go to vigils and feast days. He avoided them because he kept a certain austerity—not as a recluse but as a solitary hermit. That evening in his tiny “cave,” he began to occupy himself with noetic prayer. Around midnight, his little room suddenly filled with an extremely bright light that was quite different from the light of day that we see. The intensity of this light increased so much that he went out of himself and felt as if he had no body. At the same time, three little children who were no more than ten years old appeared before him. They all had the same stature, the same figure, the same clothing, and the same face in terms of their beauty. They were angels of the Lord representing the Holy Trinity. Fr. Joseph gazed at them in ecstasy and wonder. They were so close to each other that they were touching, and the three of them blessed simultaneously in the same way that a priest blesses.

			They went back and forth while melodically singing: “As many of you as have been baptized into Christ…” as they approached him, and “have put on Christ. Alleluia” as they withdrew without turning around. They did this three times. Fr. Joseph was wondering: “How did children so small learn to chant and bless so beautifully?” It didn’t cross his mind that on the Holy Mountain there are no such children that are so small and beautiful.18

			When he was asked later what he was thinking about during times like this, he answered that there are no thoughts when the nous is held captive in theoria because it is suffused with light by divine grace and does not have any activity of its own. He merely felt that he was in a thrice-blessed state.
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			Move to St. Basil’s Skete

			Difficulties in Katounakia

			After that vision of the three angels, the grace of the prayer became more abundant, and his yearning for stillness increased even more. His mind did not occupy itself with anything earthly. At the same time, however, the trials of Fr. Joseph and Fr. Arsenios also multiplied, and they could not bear the problems they encountered there in Katounakia.

			The other fathers nearby would constantly send them out to do chores that would ruin their schedule and impede their hesychastic life. Elder Ephraim was a simple man, and even though he did not like what was happening, he was too timid to refuse their requests. So he would send his young disciples wherever the neighboring fathers wanted.

			Another problem that ruined their stillness was the old habit that all the fathers had of taking a shortcut through the courtyard of their hut whenever they wanted to go to the center of Katounakia. Furthermore, whenever a feast day was approaching, they had to join in on the tasks done by everyone. Fr. Joseph was patient with this situation for seven whole years, but after the vision of the three angels, he could not endure the distractions any longer. His heart was on fire for seclusion and stillness.

			In addition to all that, their handicraft of making barrels was such a burden. Unfortunately, everyone remembered at the last minute before harvesting that they needed their barrels repaired. Since Elder Ephraim was excellent at fixing them, everyone ran to him. This meant that the neighboring fathers’ work fell on him all at once, and they pressured him to finish as soon as possible because they needed them immediately. Out of his well-known sense of honor, he would not refuse. However, he nearly suffered exhaustion because he was forced to work day and night. In addition, he never asked to be paid for his work. For this reason many took advantage of his kindness and gave him a trifling sum for his labor. But things had gotten out of hand; even laymen were taking advantage of him.

			For labor worth one thousand drachmas, people would give him fifty or one hundred drachmas, and ask him brazenly, “Is that enough, Fr. Ephraim?”

			“It is enough. It is enough, my child,” he would reply timidly.

			Naturally, his young disciples could not bear to see their elder working himself to death day and night, especially when it was at the expense of fulfilling his monastic duties, while others took advantage of him. For all these reasons they started to consider moving to a quieter place.

			So one day, Fr. Joseph called Fr. Arsenios and said to him:

			“This work of ours not only ruins our stillness, but it also makes our elder run the risk of exhaustion. Let’s pray about it first, Fr. Arsenios, and then let’s ask him if he will agree to the idea of moving to a quieter place.”

			Indeed, this is what they did. After praying about it, they proposed their idea to Elder Ephraim, and he was so happy that he felt as if God Himself had provided a solution. With great joy he accepted the proposal, and he exhorted them to search for a quieter area.

			

	

At Saint Basil’s Skete

			For their new place of ascesis, Fr. Joseph and Fr. Arsenios decided to choose the most secluded and deserted place on Athos so that they could cultivate the prayer without distractions. They chose St. Basil’s Skete.

			Indeed, the place was exceptional with deep stillness. The skete can hardly be seen at all from anywhere. If a person did not know the paths well, he would not be able to find it easily. All in all, there were only eight huts in the skete then, and they were rather far apart from one another. It was as if the neighbors, who were also hesychasts, did not exist at all.

			At that time the following fathers lived there: Elder Cherubim, who had reached lofty levels of poverty and silence; Papa-Gerasimos with his disciple Fr. Maximos, who followed the line of the Kollyvades unswervingly; Fr. Gerasimos Menagias, the educated chemist who abandoned everything out of his love for God; Elder Theophylactos, who lived in harmony with the wild animals as did Adam before the fall; and two Romanians: Elder Jonas and his disciple Papa-Macarius.

			All of these fathers lived hesychastically with intentional silence. In fact, they inspired so much reverence in others that when visitors passed through the skete, they would be especially quiet so that they would not disturb the ascetics.

			[image: ]

			Elder Joseph’s hermitage in Saint Basil’s Skete

			

	

Their Dwelling

			Since there were no empty huts, Fr. Joseph and Fr. Arsenios were forced to build some makeshift huts on their own. This may sound easy, but in practice it was extremely difficult because they lacked even the most basic construction materials. How could they haul construction material up to those distant, isolated, abrupt slopes? They didn’t even have water to make mortar! Their little cistern had so little water that it barely provided enough for them to drink. This is why they were forced to gather the leftover water from washing dishes or clothes in order to make mortar.

			They built their cells far apart from each other for greater stillness. They made them out of primitive bricks and straw, using mud for mortar and sheet metal to cover the roof. The cells were like chicken coops, but the view was exceptional. Their chapel, also covered with sheet metal, was dedicated to St. John the Forerunner. They also built another little shack set apart so that they would have another place for praying all night in stillness. Elder Sophrony of Essex visited them there, and he described their living arrangement as follows:

			Their hut was extremely isolated from the other hermits so that they would have greater stillness. It was built with large rocks and had very tiny, narrow rooms. That evening, Elder Joseph let me sleep in a stone “sack”—the room of his brother Athanasios.1 Its dimensions were about three feet by five feet. I have a small body and managed to sleep on a tiny bed in there by stretching out my legs and resting my feet on a box that was in a hole in the wall. In the morning, Elder Joseph led me to a slope facing the sea quite far from their common hut where he had built a tiny hut for himself for more stillness. It was barely large enough for him to stretch out his feet inside. It had only one window, which he used also as a door.2

			As soon as they finished building the bare necessities in mid-1928, they left their hut in Katounakia. They donated their hut along with its chapel to a neighboring monk and asked that he remember them in his prayers. They left most of their belongings behind so that their lack of possessions would help them achieve their goal. They only brought with them a few books and some clothes—only whatever they could carry. They seated their elder on a donkey and then set off. That is how simply they set out for the “wilderness” of Mount Athos.

			At St. Basil’s Skete they began to live a very austere life. They did not make artistic handicrafts so that their minds would not be distracted from prayer. In order not to remain idle and become a burden to others, they made brooms out of shrubs. They gave them to various monasteries and received rusks in return.

			Since it was very difficult to haul food up there, they planted a little garden in order to have some vegetables. They named it “Eden.” It failed, however, due to the rocky soil and lack of water.

			

	

Rejuvenation

			Elder Ephraim seemed rejuvenated, having been freed from the heavy labor he had been doing. So he put all the emphasis on spiritual work: saying the Jesus prayer* with a prayer-rope, doing prostrations, and keeping vigil. But he was old and couldn’t do as many prayer-ropes as he did when he was young.

			At this time, the monk Fr. Matthew Karpathakis also lived at St. Basil’s Skete. He would later become the leader of the most fanatical group of old-calendar zealots: the Matthewites. Whenever the fathers gathered for their meetings, without being asked he would go up to the pulpit and stir up the ascetics by preaching against the new calendar.

			One day, Fr. Matthew said in his sermon: “Brethren, the days have been shortened!” referring to Christ’s prophecy of the end times.3 When Elder Ephraim returned to his hut, he said with simplicity:

			“Bravo to Fr. Matthew! Today he solved the mystery. No wonder I couldn’t do as many prayer-ropes as I used to. The days have been shortened!”

			“No, Geronda,” Fr. Arsenios replied with even greater simplicity. “You’ve gotten weak and you sleep more.”

			“No, Fr. Matthew said so. The nights have been shortened!” the little old monk insisted.
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			The interior of Elder Joseph’s hut

			

	

The Repose of Elder Ephraim

			Due to the austerity of conditions there, Elder Ephraim did not live long in that new ascetical arena. It wasn’t just his age but also his excessive sense of obligation that wouldn’t let him reduce his monastic duties. He was counted worthy of foreseeing his departure, and so he prepared himself accordingly.

			When Elder Ephraim was about to die, Fr. Joseph asked him:

			“How do you feel now that you will depart from this life? Do you have the conviction that you will be saved?”

			“Oh, my child, what could I expect to feel? My wife and my children will all go to the right, and I will go to the left.”

			“But, Geronda, how can you say that after laboring so much?”

			“No, I will go to the left because I am a great sinner who didn’t do the will of God. All of you do the will of God; I’m the only one who doesn’t.”

			He honestly believed what he said. He had acquired the genuine fruit of monastic life: holy humility.

			Fr. Joseph, who was very sharp in spiritual matters, realized from his words that God wanted to preserve him at the end of his life from vainglory and pride—which could lead him to perdition—by making him feel very sinful. The labor of the monastic life had established humility and self-reproach in this simple and sanctified little old man. Nothing could shake that foundation.

			On the night before his repose, Elder Ephraim heard a voice saying his name: “Elder Ephraim! Elder Ephraim!” He interpreted it with the simplicity of a child and said, “It was my guardian angel calling for me.” The following day he passed away peacefully.4

			When Elder Joseph and Elder Ephraim reposed, their two disciples inherited their blessing as a protection and purveyance. Thus at the age of thirty-one, Fr. Joseph became a normal elder in the manner that Elder Daniel of Katounakia had advised him.

			A few days after the repose of Elder Ephraim, Fr. Arsenios saw him in a vision when he was praying. He described his vision as follows:

			Elder Ephraim was in a most delightful place. His face shone gloriously, and he stood beside a beautiful little church. I was glad to see him in so much glory and asked him, “Geronda, what is that beautiful little church?”

			“Ah, that is mine. Remember when I carved that iconostasis for only two gold coins? Since I didn’t get paid then and since I didn’t complain or judge him, Christ kept it for me in heaven. Remember what I told you?”5
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			Elder Joseph’s Cell in St. Basil’s Skete

		

	
		
			5. 

			The Formation of a Sisterhood

		

	


			First Encounters

			Athens and Aegina

			Not long after the repose of Elder Ephraim, which occurred in 1929, the young Elder Joseph departed from the Holy Mountain with Fr. Arsenios. It was the first time after almost ten years. He went to Athens in order to have his mother tonsured a nun and to be her sponsor. At that time, his mother was fifty-eight years old. When she was tonsured and received the angelic great schema, she was given the name Agathangeli. She passed away eight years later.

			When Elder Joseph visited her, she was living with her beloved grandson, Leonardo. He was amazed to hear Elder Joseph’s words, which were so full of grace. He was also surprised to see that Elder Joseph would not speak about spiritual matters at all to people who were not interested in spirituality.

			Since the picturesque island of Aegina was so close to Athens, Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios seized the opportunity to visit Fr. Arsenios’s sister, the nun Efpraxia, who was there serving Elder Hieronymos. The two siblings had not seen each other since 1918 when Fr. Arsenios left the Holy Land.

			Fr. Hieronymos, who was then forty-six, was an experienced worker of virtue and prayer, and could speak comfortably about high spiritual states. The good Sister Efpraxia was enraptured by what she heard from the sanctified mouth of Elder Joseph because he was so advanced. The personal meeting of the two elders (Joseph and Hieronymos) inspired Elder Hieronymos to turn systematically to hesychasm with much fire. From then on, he had great reverence for Elder Joseph.

			Since they were already out in the world, Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios also passed through northern Greece and in Drama met a few of Fr. Arsenios’s relatives from Anatolia. Among them were his brother, Leonidas Galanopoulos, and his nephew, Haralambos, who had fled to Drama around 1922. Leonidas was seeing his brother for the first time in nineteen whole years, since he had set off for Jerusalem on foot in 1910. Leonidas had bid farewell to a twenty-four-year-old lad, and now he saw before him a forty-three-year-old venerable monk with a greying beard. Fr. Arsenios’s nephew and godson, Haralambos, was about nineteen years old, and the presence of the two monks was perhaps decisive in his turn towards God.

			

	

Pious Women from Asia Minor

			After leaving Drama, Elder Joseph visited some people in Thessalonica who corresponded with him. There he met some very pious widows who had been uprooted from Asia Minor, whose only consolation for their incredible suffering was prayer. They had lost their husbands to the Atatürk battalions. They expressed their pain to Christ day and night, and to Him did they entrust their hopes. All day long they lamented: “Zakli Isou, zakli Isou” (“Sweet Jesus”) and had already begun to taste the very sweet fruits of prayer. Seeing their great struggle for prayer and their love for Christ, Elder Joseph decided to help them by sending them letters from Mount Athos to guide them in the work of noetic prayer.

			He also became acquainted with a nun, Sister Theodosia (Rachel Kedikoglou), who was also from Asia Minor. She received his advice with tremendous faith and found great benefit from his letters. In fact, she revered him so much, that when she departed this life in 1979, a photograph of Elder Joseph from 1930 was found in her cell.

			

	

Searching for a New Elder

			Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios did not remain for long outside the Holy Mountain. When they returned, they were hit by two life-changing events. On September 8, 1929, Elder Daniel of Katounakia, who had helped them in the beginning, reposed in the Lord. Soon after this in the same year, Elder Daniel the Hesychast—who was their spiritual guide and had given them their daily program—also departed. Elder Joseph wept very much those days because he knew what a great misfortune it was to lose the only spiritual support he had.

			Being deprived of this support, Elder Joseph devoted himself to noetic prayer with greater ardor from that time on. He constantly found ways to increase his intense ascetical struggles in order to enrich and preserve the grace of God because he never took it for granted. His spiritual thirst was so unquenchable that he said: “If I knew of someone here, some ascetic who could teach me a virtue that I haven’t cultivated, I would eagerly go and listen to him.”

			Elder Joseph had experienced the value and the reward of obedience; therefore, after the repose of their elders, he and Fr. Arsenios were considering submitting themselves in obedience to another excellent elder. But in the same year, that elder also departed! What could they do? They finally decided to live together in a hut and become disciples of their spiritual guide’s successor, Fr. Anthony. They had assumed that he would be continuing the spiritual heritage of his elder, if not at the same level then just slightly lower. When they went there, Elder Joseph saw that he had not inherited anything from his blessed elder. After all, it isn’t sufficient merely to find an elder and to live deep in the wilderness with him; one must have absolute spiritual obedience to inherit the grace of one’s elder.

			So Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios decided to leave and continue their search elsewhere for holy monks from whom they could benefit. That is why these young ascetics did not stay in one place but began circling the Holy Mountain in search of spiritual edification. Thus, from the end of autumn, 1929, until the middle of 1930, they wandered about without possessions or a place to stay, like the shepherds of old. Step by step they searched all the huts, all the caves, all the ravines of the Holy Mountain in their attempt to find as many crumbs of hesychastic tradition as they could. The truth is that the old good leaven had almost completely disappeared, which is why Elder Joseph was very sorrowful. Of course, there were plenty of monks who were strugglers, but they lacked the gift of guiding others in the science of spiritual watchfulness.

			Nevertheless, despite the disappointments, Elder Joseph did not stop seeking and hoping to find some experienced spiritual father. He had already tasted the grace of the perfect, but what he was looking for was someone who could teach him how to preserve it and explain to him the mystery of how God disciplines us. For a year and a half, they wandered around the Holy Mountain in order to be benefited by some wise monk or to live ascetically in places where some saints had lived in the past.

			They went to the ascetical dwellings of St. Maximos Kafsokalyvis, St. Peter the Athonite, and St. Nilos the Myrrh-streaming, as well as to wherever they heard that there were caves in which saints had lived. They spent that entire summer in those caves. Once they went to a peak named Mt. Carmel by the Athonites,* which was like a tall pyramid. They lived ascetically there at the summit of Mt. Carmel for a while. For the most part, however, they remained in the area of the Great Lavra or around the summit of Mt. Athos. Once they went to a cave near Provata where St. Gregory Palamas had lived. They were considering living there because Elder Joseph was a worker of noetic prayer and hoped that by living in the place where great Watchful Fathers had lived, he would elicit their compassion.

			

	

Persecution

			One day after their lengthy vigil, they were tired and so they rested. After resting, Elder Joseph got up and continued his vigil. In the meantime, Fr. Arsenios went somewhere and returned after a few hours. As he drew near, he heard voices swearing crudely and shouting: “You burned us! You burned us!” Being scared, he ran to Elder Joseph and, in his usual simple manner, asked him, “Who did you burn?”

			“Those were demons,” Elder Joseph answered. “I see them and hear them, but don’t be afraid; they’ll leave. They are upset about our vigil and our noetic prayer.”

			After completing his vigil, Elder Joseph slept a little in the morning. In his sleep he saw pigs entering the Great Lavra, which was then an idiorrhythmic monastery. He said to Fr. Arsenios: “The demons have entered the Great Lavra,” and he told him what he had seen in his sleep. “Prepare yourself for trials and suffering.”

			Indeed, later that morning some monks from the Great Lavra came and said, “Get out of here, you deluded people!” And they chased Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios away.

			

	

Winter Hardships

			Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios owned only a few items. Each of them had a thick cape that he had received as a blessing from some Russian monks. With the capes, they covered themselves in winter and also used them as a mattress to sleep on. They also had a small sack for their rusks and a small copper pot for boiling any wild greens or bulbs they might find. When they didn’t have any water, they lit a fire and melted snow in their pot. They always kept those items with them, even when they climbed Mt. Athos.

			In winter, due to the severity of the cold, they went and stayed in their poor little huts at St. Basil’s Skete. As soon as Pascha* had passed, they renewed their search for holy ascetics from cave to cave until October. By being constantly on the move and by avoiding unnecessary encounters, they managed to remain unknown to most people. In those days, around 1930, there were six thousand monks on the Holy Mountain, which made it easy for them to disappear in the multitude. They continued their program of keeping vigil all night long with noetic prayer and resting in the morning hours.

			Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios were acquainted with the Abbot of the Holy Monastery of Karakallou, Elder Kodratos of blessed memory (1859–1940). He was a cordial man of prayer, full of affection and love for the poor and the hermits. He wouldn’t let anyone leave his monastery empty-handed. When Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios went to his monastery barefoot and in rags, he welcomed them full of joy, love, and reverence, and he gave them whatever they needed.

			

	

Saint Silouan

			Fr. Arsenios was simple-minded by nature, but he applied obedience with incredible tact and precision. The following incident is characteristic of his courtesy: While they were wandering around the Holy Mountain in search of holy ascetics, they heard about an exceptional ascetic at the Russian monastery St. Panteleimon, Fr. Silouan (known to us today as Saint Silouan the Athonite). Elder Joseph asked Fr. Arsenios: “What do you say! Should we go and see this ascetic?”

			Fr. Arsenios, however, declined politely. The reason was because he spoke Russian fluently (since he had grown up in Russia) whereas Elder Joseph did not. Fr. Arsenios did not feel comfortable with the idea of talking while his elder listened, so they did not go. What an amazing, genuine worker of obedience!

			Nevertheless, St. Silouan’s disciple, Elder Sophrony, heard about Elder Joseph and found him on his own. Elder Sophrony visited him frequently because he had great reverence for him. He later said that Elder Joseph was one of the greatest ascetics of the Holy Mountain he had ever met. In a letter of his, Elder Sophrony wrote the following about their meeting:

			I wanted to hear the words of this bearer of great grace. He spoke to me primarily about the hesychastic life of a hermit and that he himself had seen the Uncreated Light several times. My discussion with Geronda left a deep impression on me…. I had the impression that I had in front of me a spiritual general.1

			Indeed, he was “the teacher”—which is what pious monks of the wilderness of the Holy Mountain would call him out of reverence and respect.

			

	

The Twelve Invisible Ascetics

			According to Athonite tradition, there is a group of twelve holy ascetics who are hidden from everyone, lack every human consolation, and appear only to whomever they want. They have delivered themselves entirely to God’s providence, and unceasing prayer is their sole occupation. Because of their great self-denial, they do not even have clothes to wear. When someone in their group passes away, they choose the most virtuous monk of the Holy Mountain to take his place.

			Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios searched to find those ascetics in order to receive heavenly benefit and unerring guidance, but they couldn’t find them. Later they learned that those ascetics had been going to Papa-Cosmas for years to receive Communion 
every Saturday. They made him promise not to tell anyone about them.

			Once at a feast day, Papa-Cosmas let this secret slip out, and he revealed this great incident to the other fathers. The following Saturday, after the invisible ascetics received Communion, they told him:

			“Since you revealed us, you won’t see us again.”

			He fell at their feet, begging forgiveness, but they responded: “May you be forgiven, but you still won’t see us again.”

			Papa-Cosmas wept for many days, but never again did he see them.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Πρακτικὰ Διορθοδόξων Ἐπιστημονικῶν Συνεδριῶν, σελ. 111.

				

			

		

	
		
			Second Visit to the World

			Establishing a Convent

			The pious widows in Thessalonica began to taste the sweet fruits of prayer and desired the holy angelic schema of monasticism. Geronda’s letters to them were simple and unaffected but full of wisdom and much love. In one of them he wrote:

			You asked, O child of our good God, if the Lord wants you to receive the holy schema. My sister, from the time you first saw the world, you have walked along the path of God, and you never sought anything but the will of the Lord. So, do not doubt that it is time to wear the holy schema, since even without the schema you are a nun. Now that you have grown old, what kind of works do you seek?1

			In 1930, in order to help the widows, Elder Joseph decided to gather them together and to stay with them for a little while. He was granted permission to use an empty monastery in a deserted village, Gerovitsa, which is near Zyrnovo of Drama. The monastery had been destroyed and was nearly in ruins. So he asked his brother Leonardo from Athens to come help with the reconstruction.

			There in Gerovitsa he tonsured five nuns: Theodora, who was a sanctified soul, whom he appointed as abbess; Efpraxia, who became the abbess after the repose of Theodora; another Efpraxia; “crying-Mary,” who always wept out of great compunction; and Fevronia. Geronda’s nuns were very virtuous souls and were all from Asia Minor. He taught them how to keep vigil at night with noetic prayer. They kept vigil on their knees and spoke to Christ with much lamentation. Each one had her own little cell. When Geronda went with his prayer-rope to visit them and see if they were keeping vigil, they had so much compunction and wailing that they didn’t even notice him!

			Sister Theodora had a strong spiritual connection with Elder Joseph. He himself mentioned it in one of his letters, that he could feel her breath even when she was miles away.2 In other words, when he was on the Holy Mountain praying, suddenly his sense of location disappeared—since grace is not limited by place and time—and he felt that she was beside him, even though she was out in the world.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Monastic Wisdom, p. 303.

				

				
					2 Vid. Monastic Wisdom, p. 273.

				

			

		

	


			Sister Efpraxia

			A Holy Nun

			Among the widows whom Geronda tonsured was one exceptional, holy, little soul, Sister Efpraxia. When she was still a laywoman in Thessalonica, and Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios were in Drama, she told her friends:

			“I saw an elder who had such-and-such a face, and he will make me a nun.”

			“Don’t be so silly,” they said to her. “Do you believe in dreams?”

			“I can’t explain it, but that’s what I saw.”

			Indeed, when Geronda arrived in Thessalonica, they met by a divine coincidence, and in the end he tonsured her with the name Efpraxia! But since she was from Asia Minor she didn’t know Greek well, and when asked her name, she replied “Apraxia”!1

			After becoming a nun, she still read the Psalter in Turkish. When she read the Great Horologion and other ecclesiastical books in Greek, she couldn’t understand them. For this reason, she wept constantly and begged God to enlighten her to understand what she was reading. One night, after shedding rivers of tears, she saw St. John the Theologian in her sleep, who gave her something to drink with a little spoon. When she woke up, she realized that she could read anything and completely understand it. Immediately she grabbed the Great Horologion and read it and understood everything!

			Gerondissa Efpraxia was very ascetical, but her highest virtue was that she had great faith in Geronda. No matter what he said to her, she always received it as if it were a divine revelation. In fact, she would frequently have the following charming dialogue with him. Before beginning her vigil, she would go to Geronda and tell him:

			“Geronda, say that I will have prayer tonight.”

			“Go on, you will have prayer.”

			“Not like that, Geronda. You didn’t say it with all your heart. Say it! Say it!” she told him again.

			“All right. You will have a torrent of prayer.”

			“Good. Thank you, Geronda.”

			The amazing thing is that God fulfilled whatever he said; she did indeed have a torrent of grace then!

			She had so much faith in her elder that she said to him:

			“If I could only take you with me on my shoulders, then I would fear nothing. I could even go to Jerusalem on foot like that.”

			Since she had this kind of faith in her elder, she achieved many things in prayer. She did prayer of the heart for hours and reached great dispassion* and a high spiritual state. Sometimes when Geronda would enter her cell, he would have to nudge her to make her recover. In other words, she was in the initial stages of theoria. She must have had visions as well. She was, of course, at all times a good-natured person.

			

	

Casting out a Demon

			Once, a child came to the monastery’s church during the Divine Liturgy. After the Liturgy, the child approached the priest and begged him to read him a prayer and to bless him with the sign of the cross because he was possessed. The priest said to the child: “My child, go to that nun and ask her to bless you with the sign of the cross. She has the power to make you well.”

			So the child did as he was told, and he went over to her and begged her to bless him.

			“My child,” she replied, “go to the priest. He’s the one with the grace and the power. I’m just a simple nun.”

			“But he sent me over here for you to make the sign of the cross over me. Please bless me, Sister. Is it so hard?”

			The good old nun found herself in a difficult spot, but what else could she do with the child insisting? So she made the sign of the cross over him, and immediately the demon left him. From then on, the child was completely healthy.

			

	

Geronda’s Strictness

			Sister Efpraxia later recalled: “Elder Joseph was extremely strict. Whenever we went to work at an orchard to gather cherries, he wouldn’t let us eat any. Geronda was very strict back then. There were many fruits that had fallen from our fruit trees, but for the sake of ascesis Geronda wouldn’t let us eat them. We usually ate only onions, boiled potatoes, and rusks.”

			Sister Fevronia was young and worked hard. Because of this, she felt the need to eat a little extra. But Sister Efpraxia, who was the abbess after the repose of Theodora, was very strict. Since she herself was a great ascetic, she had high standards for the nuns for whom she was responsible. So she constantly scolded Sister Fevronia: “Don’t eat so much!”

			Poor Sister Fevronia would just lower her head and blush out of embarrassment. Once Geronda was present when she scolded her, and he said to Sister Efpraxia:

			“Let the girl eat; she’s hungry.”

			“She’s a glutton!”

			Geronda then said to Sister Efpraxia, “Stop talking!”

			“But she’s always trying to eat more!”

			When Geronda left, Sister Efpraxia started scolding her again. (She did have difficulty controlling her tongue in the beginning.) Geronda, however, was like a general who always knew the best strategy. So he told her:

			“Listen well; if you speak one more time while we’re eating, I’m going to throw the food and the pan out the window!”

			As soon as they sat down to eat, Geronda said, “Efpraxia! Be careful!”

			Gerondissa Efpraxia realized that he meant business, so she was quiet for a while. But she couldn’t hold it in for good, and she slipped and said: “Look, Fevronia, don’t eat so much!”

			Then Geronda took the food and the pan and threw them out the window into the dirt!

			“Go ahead! Now you’re going to gather it up and eat it along with the dirt to learn your lesson!”

			

	

Her Holiness

			Because she accepted all of Geronda’s strict training with humility, she not only corrected herself but even became holy. Even her clothes were fragrant like myrrh. Once her belt broke, and when she gave it to Fr. Arsenios to mend, it was fragrant. This is the kind of ascetic she was. 
Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia knew from his own experience how much grace these pious old nuns had. He once told the following story about Sister Efpraxia:

			After Elder Joseph and I became acquainted, he told his nuns that he had found a good, young priest (referring to me). So Gerondissa Efpraxia and the other nuns decided to knit a skoufo2 for me. When he came back, he approached me and said, “Wear this skoufo.” As soon as I had put it on, immediately I received grace and active prayer; I was aflame with prayer and divine eros.

			“What kind of skoufo is this, Geronda?” I asked with amazement.

			“If you only knew,” he replied, “how much Gerondissa prayed and wept while knitting this skoufo! Things like this are treasures.”3

			These holy souls passed their entire lives with great ascesis and prayer. They were real gems. The last of these five nuns to die was Sister Efpraxia, who lived about one hundred years. When she saw the demons that came to try to take her soul, she turned to the left and said, “Git! Git!” which means “go away” in Turkish. In this way she chased away the demons with her eyes open and in her right mind. Then, she turned to the right, and said to the angels she saw: “Gell! Gell!” which means “come.” This is how the last nun of Elder Joseph passed away.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 In Greek, “Efpraxia” means “doing good deeds,” whereas “apraxia” means “doing nothing.”

				

				
					2 A “skoufo” is a hat worn by monastics.

				

				
					3 cf. Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, Hesychasterion “St. Ephraim,” Katounakia, Mt. Athos, 2003, p. 227.

				

			

		

	


			Difficulties

			Faith versus Medicine

			Geronda always struggled hard. He didn’t know what it meant to retreat in battle. He also had great faith, proportional to his works and struggles. He used to say: “Proceed with faith—not by means of rational knowledge. Do all your works with faith, trusting in God. What is important is not what rational knowledge dictates, but what faith dictates.”

			A nun once wrote to Geronda that she was ill and would die if she did not have an operation. But since the illness was gynecological, he didn’t want her to have the operation (since all surgeons were male), so he prayed intensely for her. While he was praying, God enlightened him that the illness would pass. Bearing this in mind, he wrote to her the exact opposite of what the doctor was telling her: that she would live without having an operation. She wrote back to him that the doctor warned her that she would die without the operation. Nevertheless, Geronda repeated: “Have faith; leave it all to God; prefer death.” Later the nun replied that her illness went away.1

			At first, Geronda was inflexible in his stance against doctors and medicines. Near the end of his life, however, he yielded to the entreaties of his disciples to accept medical treatment, and he realized the benefit of medicines. He explained his change of heart as follows:

			Many people have come to me, and with prayer and fasting they were healed. But now, the Lord doesn’t hear me, so that I learn about medicines and doctors and be lenient with others. I also read the letters of St. Nectarios, and I saw how much he, such a great saint, paid attention to the doctors and medicines! I am just a poor ascetic who has grown old in the wilderness, and I wanted to heal only through faith. But now I, too, am learning that both medicines and grace are necessary.2

			

	

Obedience is Greater than Acesis

			Once he visited another women’s monastery near Drama. Since it was late, he stayed overnight in their guest quarters. The nuns who took care of the guest quarters noticed that they found his bed exactly as they had made it the previous night. For the sake of ascesis, Geronda and Fr. Arsenios wouldn’t sleep lying down or even in a bed. But when the abbess of the monastery found out about this, she called him and said to him: “Do you know how to be obedient, Geronda?”

			“Yes.”

			“All right, then; from now on you will lie down on a bed when you rest.”

			Geronda had a little difficulty giving up his ascesis, but he decided to be obedient. For the first time in years he slept in a bed. And what happened? When he awoke for his vigil, he had so much clarity of mind and rest of soul, that he was amazed at the power of obedience. That night he found great benefit in his vigil. Afterwards he said to Fr. Arsenios, “From now on we will sleep on wooden beds.”

			

	

A “Clairvoyant” Nun

			Geronda’s life in Drama in no way differed from his life on the Holy Mountain. He lived with “endless perfection” as his goal. This is why whenever he heard about someone advanced in virtue, he would immediately rush to meet him to be benefited. While he was in Drama, some people told him: “There is a nun in Drama who has the gift of prophecy and solves all problems.”

			“I will go and see her,” Geronda replied.

			This nun supposedly spoke with the Panagia, and the Panagia would “enlighten” her to make prophecies about everything, even about the people who would visit her. This is why many people went to her. When Geronda went to her, he asked her:

			“How did you receive this grace?”

			“It is from God, from the Holy Spirit,” she replied.

			“Are you able to read thoughts?”

			“Yes.”

			“I will put a thought in my heart, and if you can tell me what it is, fine. If not, may you become mute.”

			Geronda put in his mind an insult against the devil because he could tell that it was the devil who was “enlightening” her.

			“Tell me what my thought is.”

			But she was mute; she couldn’t talk!

			“Speak up!” he said.

			Silence. Then he said to her: “If you repent and agree to stop making prophecies with the devil’s help, I will make the sign of the cross over you, and you will get well.”

			She agreed by nodding, and then Geronda made the sign of the cross over her, and her tongue was freed. He told her:

			“You are in delusion because of your pride and high-mindedness. Pay attention to your sins, and don’t do this again.”

			Unfortunately, after a while the nun returned to her delusion.

			

	

Persecution

			The local bishop rejoiced with the establishment of a women’s monastery by Elder Joseph because the bishop was a spiritual man. With the Orthodox mind-set for which he was known, he believed firmly that functioning monasteries would bring great benefit to his flock. There were, however, some people who were not fond of Geronda. They slandered him very badly to the bishop for supposedly doing unethical deeds, just as others had slandered St. Nectarios. God allowed the bishop to be misled. He believed the accusations without examining them, and began to persecute Geronda and hinder his work.

			Geronda understood the pious bishop’s position. To put an end to the matter, he hid in one of his friend’s houses. He found a quiet corner there and practiced stillness as if he were in a cave. He was very worried, however, because he didn’t know what was happening to his nuns and if they had been driven away or not.

			While he was worrying about that, a worse trial occurred. He found out that partisan soldiers went to the monastery where his nuns were. Out of his great concern and pain, he prayed hard all day. By nightfall, he was exhausted by praying so long in agony. As he was half asleep, he saw St. Nicholas (to whom his monastery was dedicated) say to him: “Don’t worry. I have your nuns under my protection.”

			He immediately woke up and felt consoled, even though his fear and agony had not completely disappeared. Soon after this, since he was still exhausted, he fell asleep. As soon as he was in a deep sleep, the Panagia appeared to him and embraced him. Her clothes exuded an indescribable fragrance. Then Geronda found himself in a state of inexpressible bliss. His fear and agony had disappeared completely, and for months he could smell that unearthly fragrance of the Most Holy Theotokos. Later he found out that when the soldiers tried to enter the monastery to harm the nuns, they couldn’t see the entrance! The Panagia had made both doors invisible to their eyes. So they kept going around the monastery’s walls while swearing at the nuns for building a monastery with no entrance! Finally they gave up and left.

			

	

Revelation in Prayer

			One day near the end of 1931, as he was praying in his quiet corner, he suddenly cried out in agony, “Nicholas!” Nicholas was his brother, ten years younger than he. With the financial aid of Francis and other relatives, he had managed to go to school. He had gone to graduate business school and had graduated with honors. As soon as he graduated, he began serving his mandatory military term in the navy, just as Elder Joseph had. On that particular day, he was repairing some high-voltage electrical wires. Apparently something went wrong, and he was stunned by the electric current and thrown back into midair. Elder Joseph was informed of this during his prayer as Nicholas was falling down to the ground from the high wires.

			He immediately rushed to his brother in Athens. Nicholas’s right hand had been seriously hurt, and his right thumb had become almost useless. The accident was so serious that he was released from the navy with a monthly pension of eighty drachmas. After he recovered, Nicholas transferred his pension to his cousins, who were orphans, and in the middle of 1933 at the age of twenty-five, he went to the Holy Mountain to become a monk beside his brother, Elder Joseph.

			

	

Less Grace

			When Geronda left Athens, he returned to Gerovitsa, where he had already been for two years. In the meantime, two of his nuns had passed away, leaving only three. Since the bishop continued to persecute them, they moved to Ouranoupolis, which is right next to the Holy Mountain. There the nuns operated a mill to support themselves. When Geronda was away from the Holy Mountain, he did not experience the same grace of theoria he had when he was in the wilderness of the Holy Mountain. So he said to Fr. Arsenios: “What are we doing? We came to save people, to make nuns, and now where is God? I have lost my God!”

			Apparently, being deprived of the fruits of hesychia* for so long pained him deeply. Later he would write:

			As has been shown, I am only fit to guard the rocks, since I lack such a gift and am unworthy to preach.… Woe to me, the lowly old-timer! As I gather from the appearance of things, twice have I gone against the divine will out of ignorance. With what words shall I rebuke my wretched soul? In what way shall I implore my Lord? Or what work shall I do which will be pleasing to my God? Woe to me, the lowly one, for tears have dried up from my eyes!3

			Thus, he made the firm decision to return permanently to the wilderness of the Holy Mountain for which he longed so much. Since he couldn’t just abandon his nuns, he said to them: “I won’t be able to live with you anymore. I am going to the Holy Mountain to live as an ascetic. You may continue your obedience to me, but we will communicate through letters.”

			As it would turn out, their correspondence covered their spiritual needs completely. After living with their families for years, they all ended their lives in holiness.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Vid. Monastic Wisdom, p. 157.

				

				
					2 Monastic Wisdom, p. 244.

				

				
					3 Ibid., p. 253.

				

			

		

	
		
			6. 

			Return to the Holy Mountain

		

	


			Ascetic Struggles

			Constancy

			Geronda and Fr. Arsenios left Ouranoupolis in the beginning of 1933 to resume their intense ascesis on the Holy Mountain. In order to acquire more grace, they started doing three thousand prostrations every day and isolated themselves on the summit of Mt. Athos throughout the summer. Since they only descended when it was necessary to obtain more rusks and olives from one of the monasteries, they would not meet anyone for long periods of time. When winter set in, they would go down into the chapel of the Panagia near the summit and spend the rest of the winter in that frozen chapel, never lighting the stove to keep warm.

			One characteristic of Geronda was that he employed every form of ascesis, trying to find out how man can attract the mercy of God. He didn’t seek it without orderliness, a method, and a goal, but carefully, with persistence and a program. Since he knew that obedience to an experienced guide is the safest and quickest path, he wanted to be absolutely sure that there was not an experienced guide whom he had not yet found. For this reason, one more time he and Fr. Arsenios began to explore the caves and sketes of the Holy Mountain in search of such a guide. However, they didn’t find one, either because such a guide did not exist (as various monks had told him) or because it wasn’t in God’s plan for them.

			Thus, Geronda decided that they would stay in their huts at St. Basil’s most of the time and continue their struggle in confinement. This meant that they would need to obtain a little wheat and some rusks, as did all the other monks living in huts. So the next time the boat passed by, they went down to the port of Kerasia and bought 130 pounds of wheat. Then each of them tied sixty-five pounds to his back and set off for the climb to St. Basil’s Skete, which is more than 2,000 feet above sea level. Geronda was already so exhausted from all the ascesis and the continuous fasting that he could barely walk even without a load. After taking a few steps, his strength was exhausted. Since he could tell that he wouldn’t be able to proceed any farther, he said to Fr. Arsenios: “I will leave my sack here, and we’ll move on because I can’t carry it anymore.”

			His exhaustion was so acute that he wondered if he would be able to continue even without a load. So he stopped for a little while and then prayed with tears, saying: “Thou knowest everything, O Lord, and Thou art able to help me.”

			Immediately he felt inside himself a consolation, and he realized that the Lord had heard his prayer. Then he tied his load to his back again and said to Fr. Arsenios, “Let’s go now.” Fr. Arsenios gave him a puzzled look, but they set off in silence; Geronda felt as if someone behind him was carrying all the weight.

			

	

Abstinence

			When they lived as recluses, Geronda would eat so little food that people today would not believe it. Every day he would eat three ounces of rusks after the ninth hour (that is, three hours before sunset, or approximately 3:00 p.m.). In this period in their lives, both he and Fr. Arsenios wanted to eat only bread and water, and only on weekends to have a little food with oil. Their food was a little boiled wheat with lemon or a spoonful of butter, if they had any. They were strict about fasting, doing it with great self-denial.

			Much later, they made this form of ascesis more moderate. Although they ate out of little plates that held only a few spoonfuls of food, they would eat bread and other food and even fruit if they had any. They ate a variety of foods (albeit in small portions) so that they would not have a high opinion of their level of ascesis and have the temptation to judge others who fasted less than they did.

			Geronda weighed not just his food on a scale but also his bread. He would eat once a day, even if it was Pascha, the Nativity, the day before Lent, or the Dormition of the Panagia, regardless of being worn out by his all-night vigil. He used to say: “For a man to obtain freedom [from the passions], his flesh must rot and he must not take death into consideration.”1 In other words, it takes tremendous self-sacrifice to obtain freedom from the passions.

			He was very careful to preserve this schedule of eating once a day so that his stomach would not encounter irregularities. He knew that this would disturb his bodily peace, which in turn would disturb his peace of soul, and thus he would suffer great damage. (Besides, they were already eating very little the rest of the time.) That is why he did not keep the customary three-day fast at the beginning of Lent. Instead, when night began to fall, he had some tea and ate a little bread or rusks. In this way he had moderation and discernment in everything.

			Geronda did many “lents.” That is, in addition to Great Lent, he would also fast for forty consecutive days at other times of the year. During these fasts, he would only eat food without oil. When he finished these “lents,” he would have some kind of divine vision. For example, once after a long fast, he had a vision and saw before him a plain full of Athonite monks, and almost all of them were caught on something. Most of them were caught by the hands. God enlightened him to realize that they were caught because of their excessive involvement with their handicraft.

			

	

Self-denial

			Geronda and Fr. Arsenios lived in great poverty not just for the ascesis of self-denial but primarily to help cultivate the prayer, knowing that frugality and simplicity help an ascetic remain free from cares and distractions. Everything they had was always so simple that they never had difficulty constantly moving from place to place. Geronda always enforced so much poverty on himself that when he passed away, there was nothing useful for his disciples to inherit.

			Fr. Arsenios related the following story about this time in their lives:

			Once, I went to a monastery to get some rusks. The assigned monk gave me a sackful. “It’s a lot,” I told him. “No, take it,” he replied. I had to climb the summit of St. Basil carrying a full sack from the monastery and a bag with various other things! Finally, I arrived. We opened it with our elder, and what did we see? It was full of worms. Being only human, I grumbled. “Why didn’t that blessed person throw it to the mules? Was it necessary that I go to so much effort for nothing?”

			Then Geronda told me: “Why ‘for nothing,’ Father Arsenios?”

			“What will we do with it?”

			Geronda replied. “We will eat it! This is what God has given us. If we were worthy of anything better, we would have been given something better.”

			“But Geronda, what will we do with the worms?”

			He thought about it a little and said with a bright smile: “I have found the answer! From now on, we will eat when it gets dark, and that way we won’t see the worms!”

			And that’s what happened until we ate it all. In the beginning, I must admit I found it difficult, but what could I do, since that’s what Geronda said! Then, believe me, God made it so tasty that it was like we were eating the best sweet.2

			Here is another story Fr. Arsenios told us about life in those days:

			One other time, to test me Geronda said to me when it was time to eat: “Come, Fr. Arsenios, let’s have our rusks. Read the prayers [for before a meal].”

			As soon as I had finished reciting the “Our Father” and was ready to start eating, Geronda said to me: “Let’s pretend that we have already eaten, so say the thanksgiving prayers [for after a meal].”

			This same scenario was repeated three or four days in a row. By the fourth day, my strength had been exhausted, because I worked hard all day and even harder at night keeping vigil. Then I begged Geronda: “Please, Geronda, let’s not pretend we have already eaten!”

			“Eh, then let’s eat tonight,” he answered.

			It was with intense struggles like this that the strong Elder Joseph dragged along good old Fr. Arsenios with his obedience—not for one or two days, but for almost forty years.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Ibid., p. 137.

				

				
					2 Elder Arsenios the Cave-Dweller, pp. 65–66.

				

			

		

	


			As a Recluse

			The Joys of the Desert

			In the days before Geronda acquired a brotherhood, he enjoyed the honey of hesychia very much. It was his golden era. He and Fr. Arsenios lived like bodiless angels. Geronda said about this blessed time: “We had prayer and contact with God. Believe me, I felt so light that it was as if I were a supernatural man.”

			At first, they did not do any craft but lived completely without cares. When their cassocks with thousands of patches completely fell apart, some generous monks gave them other cassocks. He lived as a recluse for an entire year remaining in his tiny cell, which was as dark as a tomb and so narrow that he could barely breathe. He would not go out at all, and every few days Fr. Arsenios would pass some rusks to him through the window. The reason why he took on this difficult form of ascesis was because he was experiencing an exceptional period of grace during which his nous was enclosed inside his heart, and he felt great sweetness and an indescribable bliss from the visions God granted him. The tears springing from the bliss flowed effortlessly like a river. Sometimes his nous would be caught up, and he could not tell if he was “in the body or out of the body.”1 He just kept delighting in prayer of the heart.

			When Geronda was secluded in his cell, he would say to himself: “Come, my soul, let’s occupy ourselves with things above,” and he would meditate on heavenly things. Once when doing this, two or three days passed, and he was still in rapture! These are tremendous spiritual states. What was he meditating on? He was contemplating that we have such a wonderful Kingdom of God, Paradise; we have the Jerusalem above, the angels, their hymns, the other world. These contemplations of hope give rest to man and make him eager to “put off this tabernacle”2 of the body and depart.

			The amazing thing is that he did not get puffed up with pride because of all those spiritual states and visions. On the contrary, he approached despair because he believed that he had accomplished nothing and had not yet made a beginning. That is why he once wrote:

			I have never ceased crying out day and night, seeking the Lord’s mercy. And I almost despair, as if I have never done anything, as if I have not yet “made a start.” But by beginning anew each day, I am found to be a liar and sinner.3

			This was not just empty humble-talk but true Christ-like humility. He would also bemoan himself when the feast day of the Holy Ascetical Fathers was celebrated, and especially at the feast day of the Holy Athonite Fathers. He would say: “Woe is me, the wretch, who soils and dirties this clean and holy place—a place where the hard-working, weary feet of holy Fathers have walked, who sweated, wept, prayed, and attained purity and sanctity here, and I defile this place.”

			

	

Communion from an Angel

			Even though Elder Joseph was chaste and had not been defiled by the world and could therefore be ordained, he did not want to become a priest because he did not want to be busy doing the services. He preferred to remain free of cares so that he could devote himself to the work of noetic prayer. His yearning for hesychia was so great that not even the lofty rank of the priesthood appealed to him. Nevertheless, he did not disparage the priesthood at all, since it is the center of all Orthodox ecclesiastical life. He always treated priests and especially bishops with great respect.

			He said to Fr. Arsenios: “If we become priests, everyone will tell us, ‘Come to this hut to serve; go to that vigil in that skete; go now to that monastery.…’ We won’t be able to keep our schedule, and so becoming priests won’t do us any good. Instead, let’s find some priest who can serve the Divine Liturgy for us now and then, so that we can receive the Holy Mysteries [i.e., Communion].”

			In the beginning, Geronda and Fr. Arsenios received Communion at the hut of the Dormition of the Theotokos, where Papa-Bartholomew lived with his own brotherhood. Since, however, their Liturgies were not performed at a set schedule, sometimes Geronda and Fr. Arsenios arrived at the beginning of the service and other times at the end. This greatly grieved Geronda, who wanted everything to be done in an orderly fashion so that he could also do his vigil. To avoid being upset by this disorderliness, with great sadness he decided to refrain from attending those Liturgies for a period of time until God would present a solution.

			On a feast day, after three months of solitude, he sent Fr. Arsenios to receive Communion. He said to him: “You go. I’m not coming because I can’t even drag my feet there. I’ll stay here and continue saying the prayer. You go to church.”

			Thus, he remained in his little cell with sadness because he would not be able to receive Communion.

			After Fr. Arsenios left, Geronda remained hunched over in his dark little cell while saying the prayer with his nous in his heart. Then a thought almost like a grievance came to him, and he said to himself: “You wretch! You are unworthy to receive Communion because of your sins! All the other fathers will receive the Holy Mysteries, while you who are worthless will not.”

			As he sat there weeping and bewailing himself, suddenly his cell filled with light. The ceiling opened and a young man with wings descended and stood before him; it was an angel of the Lord. “I could barely see him,” Geronda later told us, “since his face was like lightning.”

			The angel put his hand in his bosom and pulled out a beautiful little round box that was overflowing with otherworldly light. Then the angel carefully opened the box, and he motioned to him to prepare himself, as he took a piece of the Holy Bread with a spoon. In his own words, this is what happened next:

			Overwhelmed by both the influence of this spiritual phenomenon and the mysterious grace of the vision, without thinking—since at times like this, man stops thinking and perceiving in his usual manner—I involuntarily realized what God wanted me to do: I opened my mouth, and the angel gave me Communion, saying: ‘The servant of God, Monk Joseph, receives the Body and Blood of Christ.’ Then, the angel smiled modestly at me, closed the box, and ascended through the ceiling. After this, it was dark in my cell once again. So I lowered my head and began to pray again. I felt more joy, bliss, and grace than I had ever experienced. For an entire week, I did not feel the need for food or drink. It was as if my regular bodily functions had stopped.

			Geronda was for us monks of the eighth millennium4 a tremendous support because with his life he attested to and crowned the lives of the Watchful Fathers. When a modern-day Christian reads that famous ascetics in the desert had been counted worthy of receiving Communion from angels, he might doubt the veracity of such accounts because he has never met such people and because of today’s prevailing spiritual laxity. Yet behold that even in our day there have been brave souls with a fiery yearning for God, deep humility, and great ascesis and self-denial, who have been counted worthy of the same gifts. In this manner, Geronda’s example teaches us with a powerful voice that sanctity and the charismas of the great holy Fathers are achievable in every era—even in ours.

			

	

Clairvoyance

			At St. Basil’s Skete in the seclusion of his cell, Geronda often knew what was happening in the outside world better than those who take pains to find out about such things. One day, Fr. Matthew, who was the leader of the group of zealots to whom Geronda belonged, began professing some extremist positions. He was an accomplished speaker and enticed many with his opinions. But when Geronda heard these views of his, he became concerned and began to pray to God about him. After a while, God revealed the truth to Geronda in a vision:

			I saw that there were two roads that the Fathers had mapped out: the cenobitic* and the ascetical. And I saw that brother was following neither the one nor the other road, but said, “I will go here!” Then he went downhill through a thicket that descended to the sea. And there was someone beside him who said to me: “Do you see him? The road he took will take him to the depths!”

			At the same time, I also saw that I was at St. Basil’s, up in the skete. I saw a dreadful fire burning the entire skete. So I said with grief: “Who lit this fire which will burn down the entire skete?”

			Then someone told me: “Fr. Matthew lit it, trying to support his way of thinking!”5

			This vision made Geronda realize that things were not well with Fr. Matthew’s way of life, and it made Geronda question also his ecclesiastical stance.

			Geronda and Fr. Arsenios lacked even the most basic necessities in the wilderness of St. Basil’s Skete. Nevertheless, they struggled with great forcefulness, which is why they had much grace in their noetic prayer and experienced many divine spiritual states. God revealed many of His ineffable mysteries to them because they fought with all their might and endured many afflictions out of love for Him. God consoled Geronda with visions because he was experiencing heavenly spiritual states without having anyone to discuss them with or who could understand him. As a result, he had to keep everything bottled up inside. He had Fr. Arsenios, of course, but Fr. Arsenios was very simple-minded. Later in life when Geronda moved to a place with a more moderate climate where he fasted less strictly, he admitted that he no longer had the lofty states of prayer he had experienced when he was at St. Basil’s Skete.

			Geronda’s experience in the spiritual struggle taught him not to reveal his inner spiritual state to anyone so that the demons would not know how to fight him. That is why he taught: “Whether you feel like you are in heaven or hell, don’t show it; we need to appear impassive.”

			Usually Geronda would not tell us about his own spiritual state. For example, if he had just seen a vision, he wouldn’t mention it. Only later when we were overwhelmed by some difficulty and needed consolation would he bring it up and say: “Don’t despair; we have a great God Who watches over us, and it is through afflictions that we approach Him. It was after the Cross that God rose and ascended into heaven in the flesh. After afflictions follow consolation, visions, and revelations to the suffering soul. They don’t come during times of happiness but when the soul is being strangled by bitter afflictions and attacks of infernal darkness.”6 And then he would tell us one or two visions to illustrate his point and fortify us.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 cf. 2 Cor. 12:2.

				

				
					2 2 Pet. 1:14.

				

				
					3 Monastic Wisdom, p. 146.

				

				
					4 St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite states in his commentary on 1 Jn. 2:18 that, according to the opinion of some of the holy Fathers, the end of the world will occur during the eighth millennium after its creation. Several saints have prophesied that in the end times, spiritual life will reach extreme laxity and depravity. For example, Saint Cosmas Aitolos said, “The clergy will be like laymen, and laymen will be like animals” (Prophecy #57). Thus, “monks of the eighth millennium” are the monks of the end times who lack the lofty spiritual levels that monks of old had. This expression was not coined by Elder Ephraim but is commonly used on the Holy Mountain.
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			Spiritual Warfare

			

	

Battles with Demons

			Throughout his life Elder Joseph fought tooth and nail with the demons. Those apostates of God’s love fought against him in various ways: sometimes with thoughts, other times with illnesses that God allowed, and other times with their visible presence. Later they manipulated weaker brethren and disciples of his and made him bear the burden of their temptations.

			One winter night Geronda and Fr. Arsenios were in their hut up in St. Basil’s Skete while a snowstorm raged outside. The wind was howling fiercely, and the cold pierced them to the bone. Even so, they followed their program and struggled with their vigil, the remembrance of death, tears of repentance, thousands of prostrations, and primarily noetic prayer. This did not please the jealous devil at all, so he raised a series of attacks against Geronda: with thoughts, fantasies, distractions, noises, threats, and anything else he could think of. He tried three or four times to ruin Geronda’s vigil, but all his attacks failed because by then Geronda was an experienced fighter.

			Finally, the devil became so infuriated with him that he entered through the door in the form of a violent burst of wind. He threw the door aside and then lifted the roof into the air. Geronda remained thunderstruck in his hut watching the roof with tons of rock on top of it flying through the air like a glider. There had been strong winds before, but what happened that night was not just a strong gust of wind but a demon.

			The roof crashed onto the rocks on the other side of a ravine, and the remains of their roof became a pitiful sight on top of the snow. As a result, the two ascetics ended up being exposed to the snowstorm. Despite this, they still didn’t end their vigil! What did they do to keep from freezing? They did prostrations all night long. When a monk came the next morning and found them with snow in their cells and even in their beards, perplexed he asked, “What happened here?” “My child,” Elder Joseph replied, “don’t trust in man; trust in God.”

			Another time, Geronda was keeping vigil saying the prayer, and a demon appeared before him. Apparently, the demon’s intent was to start beating him up. But Geronda was so brave and had so much fury against the demons that he immediately charged at him to crush him. After wrestling a little with the demon, Geronda managed to get a good hold of him, and then he called out to Fr. Arsenios: “Arsenios! Bring some fire so that we can burn him. Now that I’ve got him, he’s not getting away.” But while Fr. Arsenios was trying to light a fire, the demon transformed himself into a crow and flew away.

			These stories may sound trivial, but only people who have experienced tangible demonic assaults can fully appreciate Elder Joseph’s courage and bravery. St. Seraphim of Sarov, who had experienced numerous demonic appearances, found it sufficient merely to say about them, “They are atrocious!”

			During their blessed life at St. Basil’s Skete, Geronda’s demonic warfare continued relentlessly. One day Mr. Sotirios Schoinas came from the world to see him. Up there in those abrupt precipices, however, they didn’t have any place for him to stay. So Geronda had him sleep in his own cell, while he went to their little chapel to do his vigil.

			That evening, the demons came to Geronda’s cell as usual. When they started beating the visitor, he starting screaming! The man was horrified—he almost lost his mind. As soon as Geronda and Fr. Arsenios heard the screams, they came running and asked him, “What’s wrong?”

			“The demons nearly strangled me!” he said. “They almost beat me to death!” Indeed, he was black and blue from their hits.

			“Don’t be afraid,” Geronda told him. “They won’t hit you again. Every evening they beat me, but tonight they thrashed you by mistake!”

			The visitor fell at Geronda’s feet in tears and begged him: “Take me back to St. Anne’s quickly! I can’t stay here anymore.”

			Geronda told him cheerful things to calm him down, but it was impossible. He could not stay in that place of martyrdom. He was terrified and kept looking left and right, begging to leave. So in the middle of the night, Geronda led him through the ravines back to St. Anne’s.1

			At the outset of their ascetical life, both Geronda and Fr. Arsenios were frequently tormented by the demons. But it was primarily Geronda who was beaten up, because it was his prayer that really burned them. They didn’t attack Fr. Arsenios so much, partly because he was not on the same level as Geronda, but especially because he was a disciple. When a disciple is properly obedient and confesses frankly, he eliminates the demons’ right to attack him. Geronda, on the other hand, had an unending struggle throughout his entire life. Years later, he wrote to someone:

			I have been furiously and bloodily wrestling with the demons for more than twenty-five years in this world. I have descended to the bottom of the sea, devoid of any complacency and self-will, in order to find the “pearl of great price.”2 I conquered Satan himself along with all his army, skill, and cunning. Having shackled him through humility, I asked him, “Why do you have so much rage towards us and fight us with so much fury?”

			And he answered: “So that I may have many companions in Hades and brag to the Nazarene, ‘I am not the only transgressor—see how many others are with me?’!”

			Then once again I ascended to the heavens through grace and spiritual theoria and saw the ineffable beauty of Paradise, which God has prepared for them that love Him. And after all this, grace was lifted away a little, and my feet were well nigh shaken. Then I fell into a little negligence, and sleep took me captive and deprived me of many blessings. Shortly thereafter, I rose once again and waged war and a bloody battle. But after I won, I fell into drowsiness. And once more negligence, the mother of every evil, began to eat away at my bones. Yet once again I rose and waged war against all the spirits.3

			His temptations were so severe that many times he told us: “If I describe to you my struggles with temptations, you will not be able to bear it because my entire life has been a martyrdom. But the goodness of God and our Lady the Theotokos, who always protected me, gave me a kind of persistence and toughness so that I would not yield. In difficult times, what really helps and saves you is tears, but everything depends on the goodness of God.”4

			During his great trials, Geronda experienced the grace of God tangibly. This was because God’s response is proportional to the magnitude of the temptation that one bears for His love. When a person works for God with very good intentions, it is not possible that God will let him be tempted beyond his strength. Furthermore, his reward from God will also correspond to the magnitude of the temptation. This is why Geronda wrote: “Don’t be surprised; that is how a monk is. The life of a monk is a continuous martyrdom. Our sweet Jesus reveals Himself through afflictions.”5 As St. Isaac the Syrian says, “God does not grant a great gift without a great trial.”6 St. Isaac also warns us:

			But if a man’s soul has an infirmity and has not strength enough for great temptations, and she therefore asks that she should not enter into them, and God hearkens to her, then know for a certainty that inasmuch as the soul is insufficient for great trials, in the same measure is she insufficient for great gifts; and in so far as great temptations are prevented from entering upon the soul, to the same degree great gifts are withheld from her.7

			This means that whoever wants to experience great grace from God must be patient with temptations. He must hold the battlefront with trust in God.

			

	

Battle Against Self-love

			While Geronda was at St. Basil’s Skete, he struggled hard against self-love. As a part of this struggle, he had only one set of clothes, which he never changed. Since he perspired very much during his vigil while praying noetically, his body developed some kind of allergic rash. His entire back filled with pimples that were extremely itchy. He felt as if his back were on fire, like a fish in a skillet. But even so, he didn’t pay any attention to it. If it started bothering him very much, he would rub his back against the wall, and this would make those pimples burst. With this kind of treatment, it’s no wonder his health deteriorated to the point where his back became as stiff as wood. He was unable to bend his back at all. Apparently, the open wounds from that rash became infected because those pimples grew quite large and full of pus. Despite all that, he never cared for himself and left everything to God’s providence.

			One day he went to Iveron Monastery to exchange brooms for some rusks. Since it was far away and he perspired profusely, the rash bothered him very much. But he did not give in. As an ascetic, he viewed yielding as a lack of faith in God. Later though, near the end of his life when he was full of experience and discernment, he reconsidered his views about doctors and medicine. But in his early years, accepting medical treatment would have been contrary to his character. His motto was “fight till death.” If you are prepared for death, then you accept every affliction with ease.

			Thus, Geronda loaded up on his back the large sack of rusks and set off from Iveron Monastery for St. Basil’s Skete. It is so far that even if he had walked quickly and left the monastery early in the morning, he would not have arrived at his hut until nightfall. On the way, he could tell that his pimples had burst, because he could feel his undershirt sticking to his back and pus running down his legs. But he didn’t even bother to take a look at what was happening. He left it all to the providence of God. When he finally arrived and unloaded his sack, then he felt the wounds on his back. They were so large that a lemon could fit inside them! Despite this, he still didn’t examine them any further, but left it to God. As time passed, his wounds gradually healed, but the indentations they made remained until the end of his life.8

			Such were the supernatural struggles of this young ascetic against self-love. He never mentioned this incident to anyone. It was discovered only near the end of his life, when Geronda was bedridden. Because of his illness, he allowed a disciple of his to wipe him with a towel. That disciple noticed the marks of the wounds that had healed, which were round like the suction cups of an octopus. He asked him what they were, since he knew that Geronda was never wounded in battle, and then Geronda explained what had happened.

			Geronda used to say: “The struggle against self-love is hard, but everything is accomplished with the grace of God. If a person—especially a beginner—is not strict with himself, cowardice and self-love take the wind out of his sails. And if a person does not jump into the sea of temptations with faith and without hesitating, he will not find tangible help from God and thus will not make even one step of progress.

			“Therefore, do not be cowardly, especially now in the beginning, so as to attract the grace of God. Grace has the habit of comforting those with certain faith, who dive into the sea of self-denial for the sake of love and God’s commandments. When one’s nous is finally informed of the presence of help given to those who believe, then one enters into another kind of faith, which is not the introductory faith that every believer has, but as the holy Fathers call it, ‘the faith of theoria of the perfect.’ This is the first stage in which a man begins to differ from the rest.”

			Furthermore, he emphasized that if a beginner ascetic does not succumb to the mockery of the ignorant and indolent people, and if he does not make compromises, he then proceeds with confidence on the “strait and narrow path”9 of the unseen and unknown confessors. He will be blessed if he has an unerring elder who will guide him, support him, and confirm to him that by the grace of God he is progressing in virtue. Geronda said: “In the initial years of my struggles, I didn’t have a guide who could understand me, and I suffered greatly from the ignorance, the reproaches, and the mockery of those who were constantly around me.”

			

	

Battle Against Anger

			Not even once did Elder Joseph ever give in to the provocations of anger, but through self-criticism and prayer he choked everything within himself. In this manner, by God’s grace he finally attained the complete deadening of this passion. Once when he was exhausted by hunger, Geronda said: “Come on, Arsenios, let’s go to Koutloumousiou Monastery where they are having their feast-day celebration, so that we can eat a little fish and regain our strength.”

			This monastery is located in the center of the Holy Mountain, near Karyes, and celebrates on August 6th the Transfiguration of the Lord. The two ascetics enjoyed the festal vigil and were ready to go along with everyone else into the refectory to celebrate. The bells rang for the festal meal in the refectory, and everyone made a venerable procession from the church. The bishop and the abbot led, while all the rest of the fathers and pilgrims followed. Geronda and Fr. Arsenios, however, were dirty and barefoot, wearing raggedy cassocks full of patches. As soon as they reached the refectory door, the others said to them, “Get out of here! Out!”

			They threw them out and locked the doors! Apparently their ascetical apparel was inappropriate for the festal splendor. This ousting was of course offensive. Fr. Arsenios flared up with anger: “How dare those monks lock us out!”

			“Peace,” Geronda said to him. “Be very careful, because otherwise all the reward we gained from the vigil will be lost now. Come here, and I’ll show you what we’ll do. Not only will we eat some fish, but we’ll also keep our reward by not getting angry.”

			Geronda was very polite. He took Fr. Arsenios around the back to the kitchen and said: “Bless, brethren! Could you please give us a little food?”

			“Yes, yes, of course, fathers.” And they gave them plenty of food.

			“See, Fr. Arsenios? We not only ate, but they even gave us extra to take with us, and we didn’t get angry with the other fathers.”

			In the beginning, Fr. Arsenios easily lost his temper, but Geronda was solid like a rock in patience and meekness. Because Fr. Arsenios was a forceful10 monk, it wasn’t long before he managed to imitate his elder in this way. This is what was amazing about Fr. Arsenios: whenever he saw a virtue in Geronda, he immediately began struggling to acquire it as well. On the contrary, even though we, the contemporary generation of monks, read countless patristic books, we still haven’t even made a beginning in our monastic struggle—with the exception of a few.

			

	

Battle Against Idle Talk

			Elder Joseph understood the value of silence very well. He would later teach his disciples that silence is the greatest and most fruitful virtue, which is why the God-bearing Fathers named it “sinlessness.”

			Its first fruit is the death of idle talk; then comes mourning according to God, and then follow luminous, humble thoughts that bring the holy stream of life-giving tears. Silence and hesychia are one and the same thing. On the other hand, talkativeness drives away everything good. That is why Elder Joseph cultivated this mother of the virtues intensely throughout his life.

			Once he had some matter to take care of at the Great Lavra, because St. Basil’s Skete was under its jurisdiction. When he arrived at the monastery gate, several fathers happened to be there, talking. As soon as they saw him, whose reputation as an ascetic preceded him, they wanted to test him. The Athonite fathers, as heirs of ascetical experience, know very well that people who are deluded or who are sham ascetics are always proud, self-willed, and talk back.

			“Come here,” they said to him.

			“Evlogison,” replied Geronda.

			“Sit down here in the middle.”

			“May it be blessed.”

			“Now, get up and leave.”

			They were testing him to see if he would get angry.

			“May it be blessed.”

			Afterwards, the fathers said with amazement, “Now that is a monk!”

			Whenever Geronda wanted to go somewhere with Father Arsenios, they walked about twenty yards apart and repeated out loud: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” They didn’t walk together so that the demon of idle talk wouldn’t defeat them and drag them into criticism and so many other evils. The demons grab every opportunity to throw man into sin. Whenever Geronda and Fr. Arsenios met someone else, they would say, “Bless” with a slight bow and then continue saying the prayer out loud. What could the other person say? Nothing.

			Fr. Arsenios, who was simple, was not quite as careful. So when an unfamiliar monk passed by while they were walking, he would ask him, “How are you, my brother?” And then a little conversation would begin. “How’s so-and-so doing? Is he doing any handicraft?” In other words, Fr. Arsenios began talking idly. In the meantime, Geronda could hear their conversation but waited patiently. When Fr. Arsenios saw Geronda looking pensive, he said to himself, “Now I’m in trouble!”

			As soon as that other monk left, Geronda went up to Fr. Arsenios and said: “So, what happened, Father Arsenios? Did you confess him? Is he able to become a priest?”

			“I spoke idly again! Forgive me!”

			Even though he was older, Fr. Arsenios recognized what was correct and admitted later: “If Geronda hadn’t strictly corrected me all the time, I would have been lost.”

			Whenever they got tired from walking a long distance and didn’t have time to return to their hut, Fr. Arsenios would ask: “Should we go to someone’s hut to stay the night?”

			Geronda would answer: “No, we won’t, Father Arsenios, because if we do, we will lose our prayer, we will speak idly, and we will hear things that are not beneficial. We might even start judging someone after hearing things concerning other people. It would be better for us to stay outside in the cold and do our vigil and our prostrations out here, rather than judge others. Besides, we certainly wouldn’t hear anything spiritual.”

			What a fighting spirit! They preferred to sit out in the cold, in the frost, in the rain, rather than seek hospitality at someone’s hut and risk speaking idly.

			Many times, when they wanted to go to Karyes or somewhere else, they made an agreement that they would not eat, drink, or speak until they returned to their hut, and only then would they eat and drink. Fr. Arsenios told us later: “We went to Karyes, took care of our business and returned; and we weren’t hungry, thirsty, or tired, and we didn’t even speak idly.” Such is the power of faith and silence.

			In order to avoid idle talk, Geronda rarely traveled by boat around the Holy Mountain unless there was a pressing need. When he did go by boat, he would bend his head down and constantly say the prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			When some monk approached him and asked: “How are you, Father Joseph? How’s Father Arsenios doing?”

			Geronda would reply: “Fine, fine. Bless. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.…”

			In this way, he cut him off politely. This is how precise Geronda was in avoiding idle talk. This is how he lived, and this is what he taught his disciples. Geronda and Fr. Arsenios were holy and found the grace of God because they labored, struggled, and fought, which shows their steady determination.
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			7. 

			His First Brotherhood

		

	


			Father John

			His Reputation Grows

			Despite Elder Joseph’s attempts to remain unknown, his reputation as a great ascetic began to spread. As a result, various laymen and monks started to come to him with the desire to become his disciples. Even though he was unhappy about losing his peace and quiet, he didn’t have the heart to send them away. He welcomed them all with the hope of passing on to them some of the treasure he had found.

			The first layman to become his disciple was from Northern Epirus. His job as a layman was to burn wood and make charcoal. Geronda made him a great-schema monk and named him John. As time passed, however, Fr. John fell away from precise obedience.

			Geronda said to him, “Fr. John, do some more prostrations.”

			“I can’t, Geronda,” he answered.

			Since Geronda saw that Fr. John wasn’t succeeding in doing his spiritual responsibilities, and since he knew that idleness is the mother of all evils for a monk, he said to Fr. John: “Fine. Then do some handicraft because we have expenses.”

			“I can’t, Geronda.”

			What could Geronda tell him? You can’t force someone to become holy. So he gave in and said to him:

			“Fine, my child. Do whatever you can.”

			Fr. John was constantly disobedient, and Geronda was very sad about that. Since Fr. John wouldn’t listen to his advice, Geronda left the matter to God and prayed for him.

			

	

Demonic Delusion

			A true disciple is not afraid of falling into delusion, because the humility of obedience eliminates the right of the demons to delude him. When the evil enemy of our salvation saw the disobedience of this young disciple, he seized the opportunity and laid a trap for him. One night while Fr. John was sleeping, a demon knocked on his door and said: “Through the prayers. Get up, brother, and say your prayers.”

			The cunning demon did say the words “through the prayers,” but he didn’t dare say the rest of that customary prayer: “…of our holy fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on us and save us. He only said the initial words that do him no harm: “through the prayers.”

			Since the voice was telling him to do something good, Fr. John thought it must be his guardian angel, and he puffed up with pride. He thought to himself: “Ah, finally! I have reached a high spiritual level!”

			So he got up and began doing his vigil with zeal. But he didn’t tell Geronda anything! The next evening, the same thing happened. This was repeated every evening in exactly the same way. Once the demon had filled him with pride, he also gave him zeal to pray, since prayer without humility is nothing in God’s eyes. Fr. John believed that he was speaking with his guardian angel.

			After some time had passed and the demon could see that Fr. John had swallowed the bait, he started teaching him “ineffable mysteries.” The monk couldn’t see the demon; he could only hear his voice. Naturally, one of the first things the hater of man taught him was the following: “Be sure not to tell your elder that I speak with you and teach you heavenly things, because then I will disappear, and you will lose my help.”

			Fr. John thought to himself: “Rather than losing my angel, I’ll be better off not saying anything to Geronda.”

			Thus, free from Geronda’s intervention, the demon was able to weave his web deftly. So Fr. John stopped confessing his thoughts to Geronda for a while. But Geronda, as his spiritual father, was concerned with this change of behavior, and he asked him:

			“How are you doing, Father John?”

			“Well. Very well.”

			“Don’t you have any thoughts you would like to confess?”

			“No, no. I’m just fine.”

			Respecting his reply, Geronda didn’t probe any further but intensified his prayer about it. Since Fr. John had rejected God’s help by not speaking to his elder, the demon thought: “He’s mine now. I will finish him off!”

			A few days later the demon said to him: “Tomorrow is Sunday. After going to church in the morning, go to such-and-such a place, and I shall take you from there to heaven. I shall take you up in a fiery chariot to the Holy Trinity just like the Prophet Elias, and you will behold paradise and many other things.”

			In the meantime, Geronda, who was praying hard for Fr. John, felt very uneasy about him, and he called him in to his cell and asked him to confess his thoughts. At first he refused and claimed that he didn’t have any thoughts to confess. But Geronda put him on the spot, and then he admitted with hemming and hawing:

			“I’m sorry, Geronda. Through your prayers I have been counted worthy to pray together with my guardian angel every evening for a while now. We agreed that tomorrow morning after receiving Communion at Papa-Matthew’s chapel, I would go to such-and-such a place, and the Prophet Elias will descend to receive my soul with his fiery chariot.”

			“Did your guardian angel perhaps tell you not to tell me anything?”

			“Yes, he did.”

			He barely finished saying those words when Geronda like lightning slapped him hard! “You deluded idiot! Satan had you in his grasp and was about to toss you down some cliff. You would have ended up in hell, and you weren’t going to tell me anything?”

			“But Geronda, how could it be demonic?”

			“If it were an angel of God, why would he tell you not to say anything to me, your elder? An elder works together with the angels because he, too, is a servant of God, as are the angels. For him to tell you not to reveal anything means that he was not an angel but an evil demon who wanted to drown your soul. So, my child, go back to your cell. You’re not going to church in the morning, and now we’ll see if he ever comes back!”

			Geronda’s words and his slap shook him up. Whether he liked it or not, he had to be obedient and went back to his cell. Geronda’s prediction came true; the demon did not come back as an angel of God but as he was in reality: a black demon. He said to Fr. John enraged: “Didn’t I tell you, you filthy monk, not to tell our secret to Geronda?”

			As soon as Fr. John saw and heard this, he shuddered. He immediately ran to Geronda, fell at his feet, and confessed everything to him with much gratitude.

			Behold what a spiritual guide does! God’s enlightenment and Geronda’s experience did not let Fr. John be lost. We must have complete trust in our spiritual guide because all elders and spiritual fathers keep a vigilant watch over the souls of their spiritual children. In every battle a disciple has, his spiritual father is right there with him. When a disciple is completely obedient to his spiritual father, elder, and guide, this obedience is transferred to God, Who accepts it and rewards it with His abundant grace.

			Later, Fr. John had intense carnal warfare and couldn’t control himself. Geronda gave him a strict regimen of prayer, while Geronda himself also fasted and prayed hard for him. After two months, Fr. John was healed and was not bothered by that warfare again. Despite this, it wasn’t long before he started doing other things displeasing to Geronda.

			Geronda and Fr. Arsenios dug two graves for themselves because they wanted to stay in them in order to concentrate on prayer. Geronda told Fr. John: “Fr. Arsenios and I are going to stay in these graves and pray. We have enough rusks to eat, but we will need water to survive. Can you bring us some water every day?”

			Fr. John objected, “What do you think I am? A donkey?”

			Geronda looked at with disappointment.

			

	

Disobedience

			Once, a young man who wanted to become a monk under Geronda came and said, “Geronda, I revere you and love you very much, and I want to become a monk.”

			“May you become one,” Geronda replied. “Christ did not turn anyone away. You can have this cell, and there is your bed. From now on, you will be obedient.”

			A few days later, though, he began disobeying and showed no sign of wanting to correct himself. After seeing his behavior, Geronda said to him: “Come here, my child. Gather your clothes and be on your way. If you are already doing your own will now, tomorrow you will climb all over our backs.”

			Geronda tolerated the weaknesses of prospective disciples only up to a certain point. After that, he became extremely strict. This, of course, was out of love. He would tell them once, twice, three times, and no more.

		

	


			Father Athanasios

			His Talents

			As we already mentioned, Fr. Athanasios, whose name in the world was Nicholas, was Geronda’s brother, ten years younger than Geronda. He came and joined Geronda immediately after he recovered from his navy accident, around the middle of 1933. He was exceptionally well educated for his time, a top graduate of graduate business school, and an excellent calligrapher.

			Music was also among his other talents. In the world, he knew Western music and played the violin. When he came to the Holy Mountain, he learned Byzantine music very well from Elder Modestos, and he had an excellent voice. He had so much vocal endurance that he could chant and read an entire vigil on his own, which lasts seven or eight hours! Despite his enviable academic qualifications, he had great humility and did not attach any importance to them. He was so indifferent to them that he could barely even recall which subjects he had studied!

			Furthermore, he had astounding physical strength and stamina. Because of this, he, more than anyone else, went around on foot to the monasteries and sketes to care for the brotherhood’s necessities. He would take their handicrafts and give them to the monasteries in exchange for food, clothes, and whatever else they needed. He labored for years on end, even though he had a heart problem and hereditary bronchial asthma.

			He wore a tattered cassock full of all kinds of patches. He always held a large, frayed prayer-rope in his hand, and he said the prayer as he walked. To avoid meeting various monks and the ensuing idle talk, he usually traveled at night. Whoever has walked at night through the crags and the stony paths of the Holy Mountain knows how dangerous that is. God only knows how he didn’t slip and fall down a cliff. The old ascetics of Mount Athos still remember him walking at night with a huge sack on his back, which was as large as a cabinet. He tired himself out so much by hauling so many things around, that in the end his legs became bowed. Referring to all the toil his brother did walking all night, Geronda said: “Some day they will write a book about the Holy Mountain, and it will tell what Father Athanasios was like.”

			“Eh, Geronda, don’t say that. I’m nothing but trash.”

			“But what a monk you are! What path is there that you haven’t traversed with a load on your back?”

			

	

His Weakness

			Fr. Athanasios didn’t have the same ascetical sense of self-sacrifice as Geronda, but he still offered his valuable services. By doing all the necessary tasks himself, he gave Geronda and Fr. Arsenios the freedom to occupy themselves with a hesychastic life and noetic prayer.

			Although Fr. Athanasios had superhuman physical stamina and worked hard, he was weak in the warfare against thoughts. He didn’t say the prayer constantly, as Geronda taught, which is why he was plagued by that warfare. Not only that, but he was also disobedient many times because he wanted to do things his own way. As a result, he would fall into hopelessness and 
despair. Fortunately for him he had Geronda, who supported him. Not only did Geronda and Fr. Arsenios pray for Fr. Athanasios, but also Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia did. Once Geronda said: “Today I prayed so hard for Thanasi [an abbreviated form of “Athanasios”] that it is just not possible that God won’t have mercy on him!”

			Spiritual fatherhood is a difficult struggle. A spiritual father must not only continuously give a good example, but he must also constantly bear the weaknesses of his spiritual children. How arduous and laborious the position of the spiritual father is with its great responsibilities! As St. John Chrysostom puts it: “Governing souls is more toilsome than anything else.”

			The lot of a spiritual father is full of cares, labors, temptations, afflictions, sighs, fears, worries, agony, prayer, tearful supplication, teaching, imploring, and reprimanding. A spiritual father and an elder suffer hell until Christ is formed in the souls of their spiritual children. Every person is different; they can be as different as iron and cotton. Some souls are easily persuaded, while others need the fire of temptations to soften. The more difficult a disciple’s character is, the more painful the work of a spiritual father is. This is why Geronda wrote from experience:

			It would be wonderful if everyone had a good character, humility, and obedience. But if one’s nature happens to be tougher than iron, he should not despair. He needs to struggle, and by the grace of God he can win. God is not unjust in His expectations. He seeks repayment according to the gifts He has given.1

			Being human, Fr. Athanasios sometimes went astray. But God saw the toil he was doing for the brotherhood, especially his persistence in repentance and correcting his mistakes. Sometimes Geronda would get up and be about to slap him, but Fr. Athanasios would say, “Hit me here so I die!”

			Despite his weak character, Fr. Athanasios offered valuable services to Geronda. Fr. Athanasios’s great feat was that even though he had so many difficulties with his spiritual life, he still didn’t leave Geronda. Instead, he remained under obedience like a martyr till the end. Thus, through constantly falling and getting up and making a new beginning, he achieved the awareness of his weaknesses. Because of this realization, he was patient with Geronda’s continuous discipline. In this way he attained deep humility, on which he established his great self-denial.

			Frequently, other monks would tell Geronda that Fr. Athanasios was a real angel. Geronda would reply: “He is an angel, but be careful not to step on his wings!” He said that because Fr. Athanasios got angry when contradicted.2

			

	

Geronda’s Slip

			Fr. Athanasios exhausted Geronda with his talking back and disobedience. Geronda kept his grief to himself, however, and didn’t tell me about it because he didn’t want me to have bad thoughts about Fr. Athanasios. But one day, out of exasperation Geronda slipped and said something harsh to him. Even though Geronda had reached high levels of grace, he was still human. To err is human, but God took into consideration Geronda’s labors and rewarded him with grace accordingly.

			After Geronda said that, Fr. Athanasios left and Geronda sadly sat outside his cell weeping. Then I and one other father came out of our cells, and Geronda said to us: “My children, I have committed a grave sin. Fr. Athanasios did this and that, and I got upset and said something that was like a curse. Please, run and bring him back here.”

			We brought him back, and Geronda forgave him, said a prayer for him, and made the sign of the cross over him. Then he said to him, “See what you do to me? You make me say things I shouldn’t. The Apostle Paul says, ‘Bless and curse not.’3 You made me curse you!”

			This incident gave me invaluable experience so that in the future I would know to ask forgiveness even from my disciples. Of course, it isn’t exactly proper to ask your disciples for forgiveness because you got angry, unless your conscience is bothering you.

			Even though this slip of Geronda’s was a human one, he did not consider it trivial because he knew that “unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required.”4 God had given him much, and therefore He would expect more from him. Geronda taught us:

			See how hard Moses toiled to deliver his people from Egypt, from slavery to Pharaoh, and to lead them to freedom? After so many years, so many scandals, so many labors, in the end he slipped, being human. He didn’t attribute the glory to God when he worked the miracle of bringing water out of the rock.5 They kept nagging him; who knows how much they yelled at him and how rudely they spoke? They made that meek person indignant. Afterwards, God said to him, “Why did you speak like that?”

			“I have sinned,” Moses replied.

			“Because of this mistake of yours, you will not enter the promised land.”6

			“Forgive me.”

			“You are forgiven, but your penance remains. You will not enter the promised land. Climb this mountain and look at it from afar.”

			As Geronda said this, he wept and added: “See? After so many labors, he was kept out of the promised land for only one mistake—but God weighed the mistake based on his great gift as a God-seer. It was a great mistake for him after witnessing all the miraculous events and God’s presence. If someone else had made this mistake, he would not have been kept out of the promised land. I worry that I, too, might not see the promised land [of heaven] because of getting angry with Thanasi.”

			

	

Divine Protection

			Because Fr. Athanasios was busy every day carrying supplies, he would return at odd hours. Geronda built a tiny little hut for him outside their enclosure so that he wouldn’t disturb the others when he returned. In this minuscule hut there was a wood stove and two planks for a bed. There was barely enough room left for him to do prostrations. When Fr. Athanasios would return from his errands exhausted, he would first fulfill his spiritual responsibilities and then fall asleep flat on his face. While he was asleep, many times he would be touching the stove, which was lit in winter, but his clothes never caught on fire! God protected him.

			Once when he entered his hut to rest, he saw a viper. He indifferently said to it, “If you want, bite me!” and then laid down to sleep! The viper left. This person lived miraculously; God’s grace saved him.

			There were three cisterns, and one of them was used only for watering plants because the water was so filthy. Snakes and rats would fall in it, and later the fathers would pull out their skeletons. Even so, Fr. Athanasios drank water from there! The other fathers told him, “Don’t drink that water, Father. It’s dirty!”

			He replied: “This is what the rabid dog [referring to himself] should drink! Nothing bad will happen to me.”

			He drank water that the others were disgusted to use even for washing their clothes.

			Once he went to the distant Gournoskiti7 because he wanted to get some grapes from the vineyards there. On his way back, he passed the ridge of Mt. Athos and loaded himself with vegetables at Konstamonitou Monastery. Then he took two other paths and gathered more provisions. Finally, he set off for his hut with a gigantic sack and various other bags hanging from his belt and arms. Not even mules were loaded up as he was. When he reached the port of St. Paul’s Monastery, he saw a ferryman with his son and asked them, “Where are you going, captain?”

			“I’m going to St. Anne’s Skete.”

			“Can you take me along, too?”

			“Sure.”

			When he sat down in the boat, all sweaty with the sack still on his back, he thought to himself: “I had better not take off the sack because I’ll catch a cold. I’ll just leave it on my back.”

			Since he was tired and sleepy, he soon dozed off. When the boat suddenly jerked, he fell into the sea along with his sack! Even though he had been in the navy, he had never learned how to swim. “Oh, no!” the ferryman’s son cried out. “Dad! We lost the monk! He’s going to drown!”

			“Oh, no!” the ferryman shouted. “We’ll end up in jail.”

			Fortunately, however, they were able to catch him with the oars and managed to lift him back into the boat. For the rest of the journey, he remained as he was: soaked and with the sack still tied to his back. When they reached the port of St. Anne’s, he went up to Geronda as if nothing at all had happened. His battle with thoughts had already granted him deep self-reproach, which in turn gave him such a superhuman degree of self-denial that he disregarded everything.

			

	

Hunger Strike

			As we already mentioned, Fr. Athanasios had great difficulty in the warfare against thoughts. Sometimes this warfare became humorous. Once he lost his patience and said: “That does it. Since these temptations aren’t stopping, I will die!”

			“What are you going to do?” Geronda asked.

			“I’ll do a hunger strike! I won’t eat anything until God takes my soul!”

			“Go ahead,” Geronda told him. “Let him do it,” he said to Fr. Arsenios.

			Geronda was a real general. With his keen discernment, he realized that trying to talk Fr. Athanasios out of it would do no good. So he let him “blow off steam.”

			For seven days, Fr. Athanasios neither ate nor drank. He had a cane that he leaned on during church while holding his prayer-rope, and the others were wondering how that skeleton was able to stand upright. Seven straight days without food or water and he was still alive! He was extremely tough. After seven days had passed, he could see that he wasn’t dying!

			“Eat something, Father Athanasios,” Geronda said to him.

			“No! Let this rotten old dog die!”

			Geronda thought to himself, “I’ll fix you!” and then shouted loudly to Fr. Arsenios so that everyone could hear, “Father Arsenios! Make some cheese tiganites!”8

			That was one of our tastiest foods. He figured that the aroma would conquer Fr. Athanasios.

			So Fr. Arsenios began frying them. The place filled with the smell of tiganites, and everyone’s appetite grew. When they were ready, Geronda let everyone have as much as he could eat. No one ate more than two or three tiganites because they were so large. Meanwhile, Fr. Athanasios watched them eat. Finally he couldn’t take the smell and the hunger any longer and said, “Ah! I’m not dying!”

			“Well,” Geronda replied, “since you’re not dying, you might as well eat. The tiganites are right here.”

			“All right, I’ll eat!”

			Then Geronda said: “All right, Fr. Arsenios. Make some more for Fr. Athanasios, who’s hungry.”

			He began eating. He took one, two, three, four, five, six, seven! Where did he put them all? His stomach had been weakened by fasting, yet he was able to eat so many tiganites! He was superhuman.

			“Hey!” said Fr. Arsenios, somewhat annoyed. “I’m not making any more. You’re never going to get full! You already ate seven!”

			Fr. Athanasios calmly replied: “If I open my belt one notch, you’d have to make me another seven tiganites!”

			Fr. Arsenios abandoned the frying pan and the batter, saying: “Then you take the frying pan and the batter and make them yourself!”

			And he got up and left!

			[image: ]

			Father Athanasios in his later years

			

	

Old Age

			Even when Fr. Athanasios had grown old, he constantly worked extremely hard out of love in order to please his brethren so as to have a reward from our sweet Panagia. After our brotherhood moved to New Skete, he remained there almost until the end of his life. Just before he died when his health had deteriorated, Geronda appeared to him in his sleep and told him to move to the Holy Monastery of Philotheou where I was.

			There at our monastery, a neglected injury opened a wound below his knee that eventually spread down to the bone. The fathers of Philotheou still remember that when Fr. Athanasios wasn’t even able to walk, he nevertheless complained that they didn’t give him some work to do. He shouted out to them, “Fathers, don’t deprive me of the reward!”

			The fighting spirit of Fr. Athanasios made him want to struggle even when he was immobile, so that he would not lose his reward in heaven. He was a great, shining example for the other monks of the monastery. Many were humbled by his presence. Even now, so many years later, the fathers remember him for his asceticism and his heroic ascetical feats.

			Fr. Savvas of Philotheou tried to clean the wound in order to give him a little relief from the pain, but the situation was horrifying. Little maggots were hiding in his putrid flesh, which was full of holes like a sponge. Oh, and how it reeked! Both he and his cell had an unbearable stench coming from the maggots and his putrid flesh because the gangrene in his legs had progressed so far. Despite this, Fr. Athanasios was patient without complaining to the very end! He left this world like a martyr.

			In 1983 I had to leave the Holy Mountain to take care of some business, and during my absence Fr. Athanasios found the opportunity to return to his beloved old cell in New Skete—the place where he had lived so many years as an ascetic and where his brother and elder had died. Even with that deep ulcerated wound, he still set off from Philotheou on foot. After walking only about half an hour, he couldn’t bear it any longer and fell down into a ravine, alone and helpless. The fathers searched for days before they found him. Then they informed me and asked me to come back to the monastery. I rushed back immediately and said to him:

			“Come, Fr. Athanasios, come back to the monastery.”

			He had a soft spot in his heart for me and loved me very much. “All right. For your sake I’ll go back. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t.”

			“Where would you have gone?”

			“To my hut in New Skete.”

			“You can’t even drag your feet. You’ve been stuck here for so many days. If they hadn’t found you, you would have died like a dog in a field. Come back to the monastery. We’ll commemorate you and we’ll do a Forty-day Liturgy for you. Stay in the cenobium9 so that you depart as a cenobitic monk. Geronda will be very happy to see you like that.”

			“Okay, I’ll go back.”

			The fact that he accepted and chose not to die while doing his own will shows what a true disciple he was.

			A few days later, he fell asleep in the Lord on September 11, 1983 (on the Old Calendar) at the age of seventy-six. He passed away as a disciple, as a cenobitic monk, without complaining about the horrible pain, and with deep humility like a saint. He went to meet his beloved elder and brother. He went to enjoy the fruits of his martyric labors and endless walks with burdens on his back.

			What did the Abbess of the Holy Mountain, the Most Holy Theotokos, arrange in order to glorify him? Three bishops were present at his funeral! Even when an abbot dies, three bishops don’t show up for the funeral. Yet this is what our sweet mother the Panagia arranged for him.

			

	

Recollections of Father Athanasios

			Many old monks of the Holy Mountain still remember incidents and stories about Father Athanasios. One of the fathers of Philotheou Monastery recalled his last days with the following words:

			I remember Father Athanasios as a true warrior and ascetic of the same caliber as the ancient ascetics. I consider myself privileged to have met him and briefly lived with him at the Holy Monastery of Philotheou. It was a great blessing to have been one of the fathers who served him and was at his side during the last days of his life.

			He would never lie down to sleep. He would do his vigil and prayer all night, and when he tired he would sit in a chair and rest his head on the sink in the narthex of the main church or anywhere else he happened to be in the monastery—that was his sleep. Even on his death bed he refused to lie down.

			Concerning the open wound on his leg, I could not believe his endurance to pain. Even though the ulcerated wound grew to about three inches in diameter and almost one inch deep, he never complained and refused any medical help. The last few days you could see maggots crawling around and disappearing into the flesh; and on the very last day the maggots disappeared to be replaced by worms about three-fourths of an inch long. I could not fathom the pain he was in, and yet I never saw him show any external signs of pain or discomfort, not even a grimace.

			On the day he passed away we all went to his room to pay our last respects. As he never lay down to sleep for most of his life, what I saw and experienced I will never forget. He was sitting on the edge of the bed with his feet on the floor. His back was leaning against a plastic crate, with other crates on his right and left to serve as arm rests to keep his body in a sitting position, and that is how he died. The presence of Grace was so overwhelming; a deep stillness and extraordinary peace literally immobilized us as we looked at him silently and in awe. In those Grace-filled moments we wouldn’t have been surprised if he were to look up suddenly and begin speaking with us.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Monastic Wisdom, p. 49.

				

				
					2 Even though Fr. Athanasios was disobedient and tired Geronda, he had revelations from God. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia related the following incident:

					“Once when all the fathers were in their chapel, at the end of the Liturgy Father Athanasios approached Geronda and said, ‘What did I just see, Geronda? As I was sitting in my church stall, I saw Papa-Ephraim with a staff and you and Fr. Arsenios on either side of him!’

					“Geronda realized that this was a divine revelation that his disciple Fr. Ephraim would become an abbot. But in order to protect Fr. Athanasios and Fr. Ephraim from pride, he replied, ‘Come on! You’re sleeping in church and dreaming!’”

				

				
					3 Rom. 12:14.

				

				
					4 Lk. 12:48.

				

				
					5 Vid. Num. 20:10. Moses said, “Hear now, ye rebels; must we [Moses and Aaron] fetch you water out of this rock?” as if they, and not God, were performing the miracle. Furthermore, by addressing his people as “ye rebels,” he was speaking rashly and with anger (cf. Ps. 105:32–33).

				

				
					6 cf. Num. 20:12.

				

				
					7 Gournoskiti is a skete on the Holy Mountain by the sea about 20 miles before St. Anne’s Skete.

				

				
					8 Τηγανίτες are a type of pancake made with a thin batter resembling more of a crêpe than a regular pancake.

				

				
					9 A cenobium is a monastic community in which all things are held in common. Cenobitic monasticism is generally considered to be more conducive to spiritual progress than idiorrhythmic monasticism, in which each monastic has his own belongings and follows his own program.

				

			

		

	


			Other Fathers

			Father Ermolaos

			A monk named Ermolaos who was very simple also went to Geronda. Once he lost his watch and looked everywhere, but he couldn’t find it. Hours later Geronda saw him very downcast and said to him: “Eh, it doesn’t matter, Ermolaos. We can find you another one.”

			Father Ermolaos replied: “I know we can get another one, but I’m sad because I dragged my guardian angel all over the place and tired him out!”

			Sometimes, when Geronda wanted to have some fun, he would tease Fr. Ermolaos a little. Once he asked him:

			“Father Ermolaos, do you know the modes?”1

			“Me? Of course! If it’s a regular mode, I keep my mouth regular. If it’s a plagal mode, I hold my mouth sideways!” (The word for “plagal” in Greek can also mean “sideways.”)

			

	

Father Theocletos

			Elder Joseph’s reputation as an ascetic attracted a scholarly monk, Father Theocletos. Geronda received him warmly, but right from day one, Geronda began showering him with insults. How could anyone endure such treatment?

			One day at lunch, fish was served. Geronda took some fish off his own plate with his hands and started distributing it to everyone. Immediately Father Theocletos, who was accustomed to the manners of high society, started having thoughts, “How can I eat that fish with the sauce all over it?” The others were accustomed to eating with their hands and ate it without a problem, but Father Theocletos used his fork! Geronda realized at once what kind of thoughts he was having, and said, “Father Theocletos, this is how tumors are removed. Stay here and you’ll see how they are removed!”

			But how could he stay in a place like that? Already by the next morning, he packed up his things and left. Later, Father Theocletos said, “How would I have been able to bear hearing people say that the scholarly Father Theocletos has become a disciple of Elder Joseph and now carries a sack on his back?”

			

	

Problems and Consolation

			There were also other educated, older people who came to become disciples of Elder Joseph. There was Fr. Gerasimos Menagias the chemist, Fr. Athanasios Kampanaos the doctor from the Great Lavra, Fr. Athanasios Balsamakis the pharmacist, Fr. Ephraim who later became a confessor in Volos, and others. In addition to the permanent members of the brotherhood, many others frequently visited, while some stayed for a prolonged visit.

			Geronda forced them all to do strict ascesis. He would usually give them only one tin can of soaked rusks for their daily sustenance. He also made them follow the schedule of prayer that he himself followed: doing all the services with a prayer-rope and cultivating watchful silence. Time showed, however, that the rest of the fathers had great difficulty following Geronda’s lofty lifestyle. For example, once Geronda asked one of the fathers:

			“How did things go at night with your prayer? Did you have tears or any visions or theoria?”

			“Ah, the fleas ate me alive,” he replied.

			“Oh, my!” Geronda said to himself. “What kind of people do I have with me?”

			Those prospective ascetics had great reverence towards Geronda and good intentions, but their advanced age prevented them from following Geronda’s rules. Because of their weaknesses, they caused problems and asked for more leniency. On the one hand, they were somewhat justified, considering their age and Geronda’s level of ascesis. But on the other hand, they had chosen Geronda as their elder, knowing that he followed the strictest type of asceticism in the wilderness of St. Basil’s Skete.

			As a hermit and hesychast, Geronda did not give in at all to the demands of his disciples. Nevertheless, the situation grieved him deeply because neither was he benefiting them, nor was he himself able to follow his ascetical program comfortably with them around. This is why he told them: “Leave, fathers. Go somewhere else. I can’t govern you. I am a hesychastic type of person, and I can’t bear your burdens.”

			They, however, in no way would even consider leaving. This made Geronda very sad. He had a burning desire to transmit to others the spiritual treasures he had found, but this cannot happen automatically like magic. A disciple must also exert himself accordingly. Geronda’s grief and sorrow for the spiritual weakness of his disciples were unbelievably intense.

			His grief is evident in his writings of those days:

			I see my soul dead, and I moan over it. I suffer, worrying about nine souls that obstruct my path, for I bear responsibility for their souls and am in pain. In bygone days, monks were strengthened because they had much grace and good examples in abundance.2

			He even had a vision in which he heard a voice saying: “What’s the use of having the teacher in front of them if they don’t listen to what he tells them? What’s the use?”

			Thus, he realized through his own experience why Elder Kallinikos was so reluctant to have disciples.

			Due to the hardships of ascesis, Geronda’s worn-out body had become sensitive to illness and toil. He was consoled by faith and prayer, but God allowed even these to weaken a little, which is when his sorrow culminated.

			Once when he was flooded by great sorrow because of all these things, as he was praying with tears and pain in the darkness of his cell, he came to theoria and everything around him shone with a supernatural light. Then he saw the living Lord, nailed to the Cross and bathed in uncreated light. From His blameless hands and feet, blood streamed profusely. Then Christ tilted His head towards Geronda and said to him: “Behold how much I suffered out of love for you. What have you suffered? Can you not endure a single affliction?” And then it was dark again.

			With those words, Geronda’s sorrow was dispelled, and he was filled with joy and peace. He shed rivers of tears, experiencing the love of God and amazed at the Lord’s immense condescension. From then on, he had great consolation in his sorrows, torments, and trials. He grew strong in spirit, and in this manner was patient with those people until they decided to leave of their own accord.

			

	

Father Gerasimos Menagias

			Fr. Gerasimos was from a renowned and rich family in Athens, and he studied chemistry in Switzerland. In those days, the universities of Western Europe were required to teach atheistic evolution, thus his faith began to erode. Without God, it is said, everything is permitted. So as a young student he started partying and enjoying life. However, he contracted a deadly disease due to his unchaste lifestyle.

			Following his graduation, he got a job in Cairo of Egypt, where he became entangled with spiritualism3—that demonic scourge. Nevertheless, God made something good come out of that encounter: young Mr. Menagias realized that the spiritual world and demons do exist. He was so alarmed by this realization that he abandoned atheism and spiritualism, and he turned wholeheartedly to the gospel teachings of Christ.

			In 1920, at the age of thirty-nine, he went to the Holy Mountain and became a disciple of Elder Kallinikos the Hesychast in Katounakia. Unfortunately, though, Fr. Gerasimos was tormented by three incurable diseases. Since the climate there was not helpful, Elder Kallinikos sent him to St. Basil’s Skete in 1925, which was a dry and hesychastic place. Elder Joseph arrived there three years later in 1928.

			A few years later, probably in late 1934, a few other ascetics urged Fr. Gerasimos to see Elder Joseph. He went and confided his difficulties and diseases to him. As soon as Geronda heard his problems, he felt sorry for him and told him, “Stay here; I can help you.”

			Fr. Gerasimos had a small suitcase with him. When Geronda saw it, he asked him, “What do you have in there?”

			“Medications, Geronda.”

			“Listen; you will become well immediately if you only believe that God is able to cure you. Throw all those medications and bottles and injections down the cliff.”

			He said this to him because he could see that he was attached to his medications.

			“But Geronda, I find that difficult to do,” Fr. Gerasimos replied.

			“Throw them all out and take what I give you, and you will get well.”

			“But Geronda, if I don’t take these medications, I will die!”

			“I’ll tell you what you need to take, and you’ll get well.”

			“What should I take?”

			“Eat salted, uncleaned sardines. And instead of eating ten times daily, you will eat only once.”

			Despite Fr. Gerasimos’s reasonable objections, Geronda emphasized: “You must put all your trust in God. You have to abandon your worldly medical knowledge and follow faith.”

			“And if I die?”

			“We have come here to die. Don’t be afraid.”

			“But I can’t.”

			“Eh, what else can I tell you? Either listen to me or go somewhere else in the morning.”

			“But Geronda, you’re the one who can make me get well.”

			“I told you. Staying here requires two things: throwing out your medications and eating once a day.”

			“But Geronda, that’s impossible!”

			“Fine; as you wish. Then leave!”

			“But I can’t, Geronda!”

			Geronda suffered greatly trying to convince him because neither would he leave nor could he be persuaded. Thus, their first meeting was fruitless because Fr. Gerasimos was thinking about things using his logic, since he had never learned the power of faith through experience. However, as soon as he went to his cell that evening, he saw a divine vision of an angel of the Lord urging him to be obedient to Geronda: “Do whatever he tells you, and you will get well.”

			As soon as he heard the angel say this, he immediately ran to Geronda and cried out: “Geronda! Geronda! I will do whatever you tell me!”

			“I want you to be obedient to me from now on.”

			“Yes, Geronda; may it be blessed.”

			Geronda immediately set the table and offered him three salty sardines, which Fr. Gerasimos ate along with the heads. Merely three days were enough for God to test him because Geronda was praying intensely for him.

			After three days, Geronda had a vision at night that a dragon was wrapped around Fr. Gerasimos from his legs up to his neck and was trying to choke him. He was crying out in despair with wild cries for Geronda to save him. Geronda came out to the balcony holding a white dove in his right hand and said: “Gerasimos, don’t worry. This dove will come and kill the dragon that is now choking you.” And that is exactly what happened: the dove went and struck the dragon’s head two or three times and killed it.

			As soon as Geronda regained consciousness after the vision, Fr. Gerasimos came and said to him joyfully: “I have become entirely well! I have no words to thank you! All three diseases have left!” Indeed, his flesh was renewed as if he were a small child.

			Following Geronda’s orders, he threw all the medications down the cliff. Thenceforth, he was free from those diseases and ate only once a day. From then on, Fr. Gerasimos held Geronda in great reverence, and Geronda loved him as his own child.

			Fr. Gerasimos Menagias helped the Holy Mountain very much during the German occupation. Since he knew German, he translated a letter of the Holy Athonite Community to Hitler himself, seeking protection for the Holy Mountain. They needed protection because the Bulgarians and the Italians were a great danger. In response to their letter, Hitler put the Holy Mountain under his own personal protection!

			Fr. Gerasimos was also a talented negotiator and diplomat, and he interceded with the Germans to deliver many fathers from certain execution. He also helped the fathers in Katounakia when they were in danger of starving to death by contacting the German governor in Karyes and arranging for 9,000 pounds of wheat to be sent to Katounakia, which the ascetics distributed among themselves.

			When Fr. Gerasimos left Geronda, he got sick again. He immediately returned to Geronda and said to him: “Geronda, one of the diseases I had has returned!”

			“What thoughts did you have just before the disease returned?”

			“I was thinking: ‘Now that you have thrown away all your medications, what will you do if you get sick again here in the wilderness where there aren’t any medications?”

			“That’s it. The disease came back because of your lack of faith.”

			“Geronda, please make me well, and next time I will be careful not to disbelieve.”

			“No. It seems that it is God’s will for you to have this cross. It is sufficient that you were healed of the other two diseases. Now you will be patient in order to have a reward.”

			To find some relief from his disease, Fr. Gerasimos needed to go back to the world temporarily. He returned, however, and continued to live in that harsh wilderness with much self-denial and consistency.

			In 1957, Geronda found out that Fr. Gerasimos had gone to St. Paul’s Monastery and had reached his end. Geronda immediately told one of his disciples: “Get some rusks and take them to him, and tell him that they are from me.”

			When that disciple went, he told Fr. Gerasimos, “Elder Joseph sends you this.”

			Fr. Gerasimos sat up in his bed and said with amazement: “Who? My elder? Do you know what an elder you have? You are fortunate! I will never forget my stay with him. Those were the best days of my life. As long as I was near him, I was a real monk. As soon as I left Elder Joseph, I lost my monasticism.”

			And with tears he added, “Give him my prostration.”

			It is worth mentioning that despite the torments of his diseases, he lived an ascetical life with exceptional consistency and left noteworthy impressions throughout the Holy Mountain.

			

	

Father Ephraim the Confessor in Volos

			Another person who came to stay with Geronda was a kind, tall young man, whom Geronda loved very much because of his considerate nature, his forcefulness, and his diligence in strenuous tasks. This is why he gave him the name of his elder of blessed memory, Ephraim, when he tonsured him a monk.

			Young Fr. Ephraim could not endure the ascetical diet of the brotherhood. To remedy this problem, he frequently went to monasteries’ feast day celebrations where they had good food and wine. Because of the hardships and difficult living conditions, one day Fr. Ephraim suddenly began to vomit blood. In those days, tuberculosis decimated the population. It especially affected people whose constitution was weak, such as the ascetics of the Holy Mountain. Aware of this, Fr. Ephraim immediately suspected that he had tuberculosis. As it turned out, he merely had a simple stomach ulcer, but he only discovered this later.

			When he started vomiting blood, he feared the worst and wanted to go back to the world to be cured. He even asked several neighboring fathers for their opinion, and they suggested that he go back to the world to be taken care of, and then return the following week. Geronda, however, did not agree because God revealed to him during his prayer that if he were to go out to the world, he would not return to the Holy Mountain. This is why Geronda said to him: “What you are saying will never come to pass. Once you get there, you will break your promises to return.”

			“But everyone goes and returns. Why will I be the only one to get stuck there?”

			“I spoke once and will not repeat myself. I assume no responsibility.”

			Fr. Ephraim begged him because he placed logic above faith, but Geronda would in no way consent. He said to him, “I made you a monk to be on the Holy Mountain. If you insist, do whatever you want, but you don’t have my blessing. The responsibility will be yours.”

			Geronda even plainly revealed to him that if he were to leave, not only would he not return to the Holy Mountain, but he would end up dying in a distant, foreign land, which is precisely what happened. But Fr. Ephraim, being human, was terrified by his symptoms and didn’t listen at all. He insisted and finally made the decision to go out to the world, following his own will. Then Geronda said to him: “By your own will you are going out to the world. I am advising you not to go.” But Fr. Ephraim didn’t listen to his advice and set off to go. As soon as he was about thirty feet away, Geronda suddenly felt as if the spiritual unity they had was severed. This was because he disobeyed him in a serious matter.

			As things turned out, Geronda was completely right. Fr. Ephraim ended up going to Volos where he was ordained a priest and led the local Old Calendar movement. He helped many souls (including me) with the ascetical spirituality he had learned from Elder Joseph. His church filled up with people, some of whom continuously wept out of compunction during the services. He also tried to establish a monastery in Volos, but he was unable to.

			Nevertheless, Geronda did not stop praying for his disciple and writing him many letters.4 Geronda yearned for his return so much that he always accounted for his share when taking care of their yearly supplies. He didn’t even remove him from the official monastic roster of his brotherhood because he was still hoping that one day he would come back. Fr. Ephraim, however, wrote him letters trying to pressure him into removing him from their roster, probably so that he could be enrolled in the priestly roster of his diocese. Finally, in 1952, Geronda removed him from the roster with a heavy heart. Even so, he shed streams of tears in his prayer, beseeching God for the return of his child. What happened next?

			Not even a month later, while Fr. Ephraim was living in Volos and benefiting many souls, suddenly a great trial befell him. An insidious enemy of the church slandered him so deplorably that his prestige as a priest was in danger. The situation evolved so quickly that he abandoned his flock and returned to the Holy Mountain in order to put an end to the scandals.

			In the meantime, however, Geronda had moved from St. Basil’s Skete to the side of a cliff near the Small Skete of St. Anne. Fr. Ephraim could not stay there because the place was very confined and lacked amenities. Thus he was forced to live down in St. Anne’s Skete with another brotherhood. He would come up to Geronda and serve Liturgy for him.

			One day the following unpleasant incident occurred: Geronda was chanting the cherubic hymn in his own style very beautifully (he had a sweet voice). Fr. Ephraim, however, was reading the silent prayers out loud. Geronda said to him: “Don’t read them so loud, Papa. Say them quietly, as the Hieratikon5 says they are supposed to be said.” As a hesychast, Geronda wanted orderliness and stillness so that he could work on noetic prayer within.

			Fr. Ephraim didn’t accept the correction well, and retorted: “What about you, Geronda? What kind of cherubic hymn is that?”

			He didn’t realize, of course, that Geronda had received his style of chanting from an angelic vision. Regardless, it was very ugly, improper, and impious of him to speak to his elder like that.

			As things turned out, Fr. Ephraim didn’t stay long with Geronda. He left the Holy Mountain and went to Montreal, Detroit, and Texas. In other words, things happened exactly as Geronda had prophesied. Years later, after Geronda’s repose, he visited me on the Holy Mountain full of regret, reproaching himself as disobedient and said to me:

			“I, the foolish Ephraim, left Geronda and went back to the world like a dog to his own vomit,6 whereas you stayed beside him. You buried him and received his blessing and his grace and became a successor. Even while I was living in America I saw Geronda very frequently. He would embrace me and lovingly beg me to return, but I didn’t listen. Just imagine how much love and prayer Geronda had! Even overseas through the grace of the Holy Spirit he mystically kept begging me to return!”

			A little while later, he became ill with stomach cancer. Shortly before his death, with many tears and in great pain he related the following vision he had in the hospital:

			“I saw Geronda in Paradise, but between Geronda and me was a great wall. We were speaking through a very tiny window. I said to him: ‘Geronda! Geronda! Let me in also with you!’ ‘I can’t, my child,’ he responded. ‘Your disobedience is preventing me.’”

			After helping many people, Fr. Ephraim departed from this life with deep humility in 1984 at the monastery where Elder Joseph’s niece was a nun.

			[image: ]

			Elder Joseph and his first brotherhood. From left to right: Fr. Ephraim the confessor, Fr. Arsenios, Elder Joseph (seated), Fr. John, and Fr. Athanasios

			

	

Father Basil with Tuberculosis

			When Geronda was at St. Basil’s Skete, a young layman went to a nearby brotherhood to become a monk. The boy was an adopted orphan. Soon after his arrival there, his adoptive father came and said to him: “I took you when you were young and raised you so that you would be able to take care of me in my old age, and now you want to become a monk?” Then he took him by force and left.

			The boy was so upset that he got sick and later developed tuberculosis. Then his adoptive father drove him away and said: “Get out of here. Don’t make us sick, too. Go to the Holy Mountain and become a monk, since that’s what you want.”

			So he got up and went again to the elder of that brotherhood in St. Basil’s Skete. When he arrived, he said to him, “Geronda, do you remember who I am?”

			“Yes, I remember you.”

			“My father gave me permission to become a monk!”

			“Fine.”

			“But Geronda, I have to tell you that because of my great sorrow I developed tuberculosis. That’s why my father drove me away.”

			“What! You have tuberculosis, and you’ve come here to give it to us? Get out of here! Leave!”

			“But I don’t want anything other than a crust of bread, and then you can leave me in a corner to die. Just make me a monk first. I don’t want anything else.”

			“Absolutely not!” replied that elder, and he drove him away.

			The young man left and just sat beside a path sobbing inconsolably. By divine providence, Geronda happened to walk by. He saw him and said: “What’s wrong, my child? Why are you crying?”

			“Geronda, I came to the Holy Mountain to become a monk, but my elder drove me away because I have tuberculosis. Unfortunately, I can’t find anyone who will make me a monk. I would be happy just to die in a corner somewhere, if only I could be made a monk first.”

			“Come along, my child,” Geronda said and took him by the hand and led him up to his hut. At that time, his brotherhood consisted of Fr. John, Fr. Ephraim, Fr. Athanasios (his brother), and Fr. Arsenios. When they found out that he had tuberculosis, they took Geronda aside and said to him: “He will give it to us, too!”

			“Don’t say anything. God sent him to test me. So don’t you say anything at all; I’ll take care of him until he dies.”

			So they built a little hut for him out of wooden planks, and Geronda took very good care of him. He went all over the place begging people for figs, rusks, raisins, and olives to give to his young disciple.

			After living with them for about six months, one day the young man said: “Geronda, I see something like gypsy women. What are they doing around my bed?”

			Geronda understood what it was, and he said to Father Arsenios: “Father Arsenios, get ready. He has reached the end. I will make him a great-schema monk because he will leave this life soon.”

			When they went to read the prayers over him in the church, Fr. Ephraim wouldn’t go in. “Go in!” Geronda told him.

			“I’m not going in there because the doctor says he’s extremely contagious!”

			So they had to find some other priest to read the prayers. The only other fathers present were Geronda, Fr. Arsenios, and Fr. Athanasios. After reading the prayers, they dressed him up and took him to his cell and left him in his bed.

			“My dear Basil (that is the name Geronda gave him), I’m leaving now to go say my prayers. I’ll be back in two or three hours. Just keep saying the prayer constantly.”

			After Geronda had fulfilled his spiritual responsibilities, he ran back to see how Fr. Basil was doing. When he got there, he nudged him to wake him up, but there was no response. He had departed to heaven like an angel, wearing the great angelic schema. Geronda was overjoyed that Fr. Basil went to heaven like an angel. “Come, fathers, let me serve you some treats. Fr. Basil has gone to heaven! Oh, my dear Panagia, a soul has been saved! Bring out the loukoumia!” Geronda’s joy was immense. He even started chanting “Christ is risen”!

			Afterwards, he dressed Father Basil in his full monastic habit and sewed him up in his raso7 as is customary. As he did this he was saying: “Oh, my dear Panagia, I hope I will catch tuberculosis. I hope I will catch it!”

			He was beseeching her to catch tuberculosis, but the more he prayed for it, the further it went away from him. The reason why he wanted tuberculosis so badly was because he called it a “holy disease.” He considered it sanctifying because it is a disease that gradually wastes you away, which means that you have time to prepare your soul for death. But since Geronda didn’t catch tuberculosis, he decided to burn all of Fr. Basil’s belongings to protect the others from catching it.

			Three days after Fr. Basil’s repose, Geronda saw him in his sleep. He embraced Geronda and said: “My dear Geronda, look at what you have made me! I’m an officer, a general full of medals and insignia!”

			

	

The Repose of Nun Theodora

			A few days after the repose of Fr. Basil, a letter arrived informing them that the old Gerondissa Theodora had also contracted tuberculosis and was on her deathbed. The letter said, however, that she was not going to let herself die until Geronda came. “Oh, my dear Panagia!” Geronda said. “How am I going to go out into the world again?”

			He wasn’t afraid of tuberculosis, but he didn’t want to leave the Garden of the Panagia. Nevertheless, he took the boat to Thessalonica where she was. When he reached the house, he asked someone outside of it: “How is Theodora doing? Is she alive? Is she all right?”

			“Gerondissa smells very bad because her illness is putrefying her flesh.”

			As soon as she saw Geronda, she arose and said to him: “Come in, Geronda; I said that I wouldn’t die until you came.”

			“Don’t worry, Theodora,” Geronda replied. He sat down beside her and said comforting things to her.

			“Geronda, I can’t take it any longer. I am in great pain.”

			“Theodora, be patient a little longer, and it will all be over. God will give you crowns for your patience.”

			“Geronda, the whole room is full of crowns! I don’t mind having one fewer.”

			“No, my dear Theodora, you will get that one, too. Patience, Theodora; patience.”

			“Let me depart, Geronda! Don’t keep me here any longer! Let me go!”

			She had so much faith in Geronda that she believed that Geronda had the authority of life and death over her.

			Later, Geronda gave her something to eat. She chewed on it a little, and then gave it back to him. Geronda then took it and fearlessly ate it himself, saying, “Oh, Panagia, may many germs come to me!” However, he didn’t get a single one. He later wrote about this incident saying that “death fled away from me to those who fear it.”8

			The next day, Geronda was sitting beside Theodora along with Sister Efpraxia, who was taking care of her. They were both from Asia Minor. Gerondissa Theodora said something to her in Turkish, and then Sister Efpraxia left the room. Geronda followed and asked her, “What did she say to you?”

			“She said that visitors are coming. I figured that I should prepare some treats for them.”

			“Forget about the treats and go tell the priest to come immediately because Theodora will be departing now.”

			The priest came and everyone sat down beside Theodora, including some other young nuns. Gerondissa slowly began looking at each person in the room, one by one. Then she rolled her eyes, took three deep breaths, and flew to the heavenly abodes. After her burial, Geronda returned to his beloved stillness on the Holy Mountain.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Hymns in Byzantine chant belong to one of eight modes (ἦχοι), each having its own scale and characteristic musical gestures. Many Orthodox liturgical books in English translate the word ἦχος as tone instead of mode.

				

				
					2 Monastic Wisdom, pp. 163.

				

				
					3 Spiritualism is the belief or doctrine that the spirits of the dead, surviving after the mortal life, can and do communicate with the living, especially through a person (a medium) particularly susceptible to their influence.

				

				
					4 In the collection of Elder Joseph’s letters, Monastic Wisdom, there are more letters written to Fr. Ephraim than to any other person.

				

				
					5 The Hieratikon is the liturgical service book for priests.

				

				
					6 cf. Prov. 26:11.

				

				
					7 A raso is a monastic robe that is worn on top of a cassock during church and for formal occasions.

				

				
					8 Monastic Wisdom, p. 158.

				

			

		

	


			Father Athanasios Kampanaos

			His Background

			Fr. Athanasios, whose worldly name was Spyridon Kampanaos, was born in Aegina in 1867. He was a doctor and had studied in Paris and Vienna. In 1898, at the age of thirty-one, he renounced vain, worldly glory and went to the Great Lavra and was tonsured a monk two years later. Because he was very virtuous, he was soon chosen to be on the monastery’s Council of Elders.1 He lived with great piety and consistency as a monk. He was renowned for his kindness, forbearance, and brotherly love. He read the writings of the holy Fathers with insatiable thirst and tremendous piety. In fact, he himself founded the periodical “Athonite Library” that Sotirios Schoinas of blessed memory published in Volos. Through constantly reading patristic books, his desire for a hermit’s life grew. The problem was that he was getting old and was also overweight because of an illness. Nevertheless, the desire grew.

			Finally, around 1935 at the advanced age of sixty-eight, he learned of a great ascetic named Joseph in St. Basil’s Skete. As soon as he heard this, he collected his belongings, his money,2 and his books, loaded them up on a donkey, took someone along as a helper, and set off for Elder Joseph up in St. Basil’s Skete! He said, “I am going to live as a monk under Elder Joseph!” even though Elder Joseph was thirty years younger than he.

			When Fr. Athanasios arrived at St. Basil’s Skete, he saw Elder Joseph and said to him: “My dear Geronda! I have come to live ascetically with you. O holy elder, I have heard about you!”

			“You have heard wrong,” Geronda replied.

			“No! I’m staying with you!”

			“Listen, doctor: you can’t stay here. Things are very harsh. You are too old and overweight!”

			“I will try, and by God’s grace I will succeed.”

			“There’s no possible way you will manage, doctor.”

			“Yes I will! I’m staying.”

			It seems that Fr. Athanasios remembered the story of Paul the Simple, who with his great persistence managed to persuade St. Anthony the Great to keep him. This is why he kept saying, “I’m not leaving!”

			“What got into you that made you want to come to me? Why don’t you just stay in your Lavra, where you have plenty of comfort, honor, and respect. Besides, you are on the Council of Elders. So go back and help some people.”

			“I have come to become an ascetic and save my soul.”

			“Now in your old age you want to become an ascetic? You won’t be able to stay here.”

			“I will! I will stay with Elder Joseph!”

			“Life is strict here, doctor. You won’t be allowed to talk.”

			“May it be blessed.”

			“Fine; stay. You may try.”

			

	

Fleeing to the Mountain

			In those days, Fr. Gerasimos Menagias and Fr. Athanasios Balsamakis the pharmacist were already with Elder Joseph, and he constantly told them: “What did you come here for? Why don’t you go to the other monasteries? You can’t survive here.”

			“Through your prayers, we will! We’re staying.”

			“If you stay here, you have to keep your mouths shut. No idle talk at all. This is no place for discussions. Only silence and the prayer! Can you do that?”

			“We can!”

			“If I ever catch you talking, you will all immediately leave!”

			“No! No! We will force ourselves to be silent!”

			“We’ll see about that!”

			It turned out that all three of them were scientists and distant relatives, so they had a lot in common. After only three days, Geronda caught all three of them talking.

			“Doctor! Didn’t I tell you?”

			“I’m sorry!”

			“Get up and leave, all of you. Just think of that—idle talk! Doctor, didn’t you say that you could be silent and live ascetically?

			“My dear Geronda, my dear Geronda. ‘This is a hard saying. Who can hear it?’”3

			“If you can’t take it, go back to your monastery. There’s silence here.”

			“No! ‘Thou hast the words of eternal life. To whom shall we go?’”4

			“You shall go to your monastery. You can’t stay here.”

			“We’re not leaving. We chose you as our elder.”

			Fr. Arsenios jumped into the argument saying: “Geronda, they are making no progress. They are old and aren’t going to change. Let’s get out of here!”

			And as soon as he said that, he grabbed Geronda’s arm and started pulling him. The scientists grabbed his other arm and started pulling him towards them. Geronda was stuck in the middle of a tug-of-war!

			“Geronda is ours!” shouted the scientists.

			“Geronda is mine!” shouted Fr. Arsenios.

			“He’s ours!”

			“He’s mine!”

			And they kept pulling.

			“Hold on! You’re going to pull my arms off!”

			Who knows how, but somehow Fr. Arsenios won, so he and Geronda took off for the summit of Mt. Athos. After climbing and climbing for hours, night began to fall. The fog became so dense that they couldn’t see where they were stepping. Then Geronda said to Fr. Arsenios: “Arsenios, let’s stop around here somewhere. If we don’t, we’ll fall down some cliff, since we can’t see anything.”

			“No, let’s keep walking!” Fr. Arsenios objected.

			“Stay here! We’ll fall down a cliff!”

			“May it be blessed.”

			So they stayed there all night, out in the open air near the summit. The cold was so intense that their clothes were frozen stiff. What could they do? They had to do prostrations all night to stay warm. When day broke, they saw that they were indeed at the edge of a cliff hundreds of feet high. If a rock had broken loose, they would have fallen down and been killed. But Geronda with the clear eyes of his soul was enlightened to stop there.

			[image: ]

			The Chapel of the Transfiguration on the summit of Mt. Athos

			

	

Apples from the Panagia

			When they Arrived at the chapel of the Panagia (which is 1,650 feet below the summit) the entire chapel was fragrant with the smell of two huge, bright red apples that were in front of the icon of the Panagia. They even had fresh green leaves on the stem, as if they had just been picked. As soon as Geronda saw them, he said: “Father Arsenios, since this is February, where did these fresh apples come from?”

			It would have been impossible in wintertime to find fresh apples with soft green leaves, especially so far up the mountain. Realizing what a miracle it was, they immediately fell down before the icon of the Panagia with tears and thanked her for the heavenly gift.

			As they began eating, they fell into ecstasy due to the apples’ paradisiacal sweetness. Their nous opened and they just looked at each other in awe. The Master of heaven had taken care of His faithful servants. This is what happens to the great ascetics. Later Geronda said: “I still remember their taste. I can’t forget it because I never had such wonderful apples.”

			After staying five or six days, they had to leave because the cold was too harsh. Fr. Arsenios said: “Let’s go down to help the brethren to be patient. It’s in God’s hands; if it’s His will for them to leave, they’ll leave.”

			So they took the remaining pieces of those apples and brought them to the fathers back at St. Basil’s Skete. As soon as they saw Geronda coming down, they ran and fell at his feet. Fr. Athanasios Kampanaos cried out: “Oh, Geronda, Geronda! You abandoned us and we didn’t know what to do. We were like the Israelites who were waiting forty days for Moses to come down the mountain and bring them the tablets of the covenant!”

			Then Geronda said to them: “Go on, doctor. Go to the Lavra because things are tough here.”

			“I’m not leaving!”

			“Lord, have mercy! I just can’t get rid of them!”

			He tried to drive them away, but they wouldn’t leave. They had great reverence and love for Geronda, but they were unable to follow his uncompromising ascetical program. It’s not as if it were easy. That ascetical duo, Fr. Arsenios and Elder Joseph, was a rare phenomenon; they were high-flying eagles.

			Thus, life went on at St. Basil’s Skete, and they waited for God’s solution to their situation.

			

	

Return to the Lavra

			It wasn’t long before the fathers from the Great Lavra came and said to Fr. Athanasios: “Doctor, you are not meant for this place. You are a member of the Council of Elders; you are a doctor with so many degrees and awards, and you came here to become a disciple of this unlettered ascetic? Come back to the Lavra. You are such a useful person there, whereas here you’re not doing anything. In your old age can you do the same ascesis that these fathers are doing?”

			Finally they took him back to the Lavra by force. He left in tears because he had so much faith and love for Geronda.

			Soon after Fr. Athanasios returned to the Lavra, he acquired two disciples and arranged for their ordination to the diaconate. Since the Lavra was an idiorrhythmic monastery, every elder could have one, two, or three disciples. In this manner, there were several small brotherhoods at the Lavra, each living cenobitically.

			Apparently, his monks were not confessing their thoughts frankly, because both of them left and went back to the world. Thus, the doctor was left all alone. So he went up to Geronda to tell him his pain. He said to him full of grief:

			“Oh, my Geronda, my Geronda, my holy Geronda!”

			“What’s wrong with you this time, doctor?”

			“Geronda, my disciples abandoned me.”

			Geronda, who was masterful at giving the right kind of spiritual advice, said in order to humble him: “My dear doctor, listen to what I’m going to tell you.”

			“What will you tell me, Geronda?”

			“You aren’t merely unworthy to shepherd men, you aren’t even worthy to shepherd baby chicks!”

			And Fr. Athanasios—a joyful, chubby, pious, humble person—chuckled and said: “Ha, ha, ha! My dear Geronda, I can’t easily accept those words. You know, I have lived abroad, I have obtained degrees, I have received awards, I have studied in the library of Vienna, the library of Paris, the library of the Great Lavra, the library of Simonopetra, and nowhere have I seen those words!”

			“Eh, you’ll hear them from me, since I know you. You are useless! You aren’t even worthy to shepherd baby chicks!”

			Then the doctor lowered his head, and went back to the Lavra humbled and ashamed. From then on, he never again bragged about his degrees and awards. Thus, with this successful “operation,” Geronda cut out that little cancerous growth of pride from his soul.

			A few years after Fr. Athanasios had returned to the Lavra, he went to see his mother in Aegina. He was rather overweight and was getting old. His mother was simple and uneducated, and she only knew how to interpret the gospel literally. As soon as she saw how large he was, she said:

			“I don’t know how to read, my child, but I have heard our priest say in his sermons that the Bible says that the door to the Kingdom of God is narrow and small. You’re so fat, my child; how are you going to make it through?”

			“Mother! Dear Mother! The water on the Holy Mountain is fattening!” he replied.

			The next time he saw Geronda, he said: “Geronda, I was able to fool my mother, but how will I be able to settle things with God?”

			Nevertheless, he was a very holy, pious, and humble monk. It was rare to have such virtues, considering his worldly education and glory. He was very tender-hearted and helped many people by his example and edifying words. As a member of the Lavra’s Council of Elders, he also helped Elder Joseph and other ascetics with the various issues that concerned them, because many sketes and huts were dependencies of the Great Lavra. When they came to the Lavra’s Council of Elders with their problems, he would say to the other members of the council:

			“Come on, fathers; we have our Lavra, our dependencies, our belongings, and we are not in need of anything. This monk here is just a poor, needy ascetic. What do you say, fathers? Should we help him? Is it blessed? Yes, yes! All right, my child, with the Panagia’s blessing do whatever you need to do.” He completed this monologue while the other members of the council just stared quietly at him dumbfounded!

			Fr. Athanasios’s golden heart was evident from the way he handled the trial of someone who had committed arson in one of the Lavra’s forests. After the arsonist was arrested and was in danger of even receiving a lengthy prison term, he appeared before the Council of Elders to defend himself. They asked him angrily:

			“Hey, you! Why did you burn down our forest?”

			“I’m sorry!”

			Then Fr. Athanasios got up and said: “Come on, fathers! Eh, since he said ‘sorry’ we have to forgive him. Isn’t that right, fathers? Yes, yes! All right, get along now, my child. You are forgiven.”

			In this manner, Fr. Athanasios took care of things just fine! Thus, that poor man was not punished, and the temptation was dispersed.

			

	

Holy Repose

			Elder Joseph loved Fr. Athanasios very much, and he constantly kept him in his prayers. One day, in 1940, he had a vision that the doctor was going on a big trip and would not return. The fathers were bidding him farewell outside the monastery gates. Across from him was a river with a bridge crossing it. After Fr. Athanasios said good-bye to all the fathers, he crossed the bridge. On the other side, he turned around and did one last full prostration to all of them while saying, “Forgive me, fathers.” Behind him was a golden gate. After he passed through it, it closed once and for all. It was the gate of the Kingdom of Heaven.

			As soon as this vision ended, Geronda said to his brother, the other Fr. Athanasios: “Quick, go to the Lavra. Fr. Athanasios the doctor is leaving. Hurry and bid him farewell on my behalf.”

			When Fr. Athanasios arrived at the Lavra, Fr. Athanasios the doctor was still alive, and he told him about Geronda’s vision concerning him. Since Fr. Athanasios the doctor had great faith and reverence towards Geronda, he accepted the vision as a revelation from God, and he prepared himself accordingly. Indeed, after three or four days, tender-hearted Fr. Athanasios Kampanaos fell asleep in the Lord to enjoy the fruits of his great kindness in eternal life.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Every monastery on Mt. Athos has a Council of Elders consisting of a few monks of that monastery. This council makes the monastery’s administrative decisions.

				

				
					2 He had money because the monastery was idiorrhythmic not cenobitic.

				

				
					3 Jn. 6:60.

				

				
					4 Jn. 6:68.

				

			

		

	
		
			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia

			

	

The Brotherhood of Papa-Nikiphoros

			Papa-Nikiphoros’s brotherhood was in Katounakia, and he had two disciples: Fr. Prokopios and Fr. Ephraim. He behaved very harshly towards them. If they didn’t finish carving eight prosphora1 seals each, they would not eat. There’s no telling of all the shouting and unfair reprimands they heard from Papa-Nikiphoros. Sometimes his shouting was so loud that it disturbed the neighboring huts. Patience and meekness were forged into his disciples in his brotherhood. But in terms of prayer and monastic life, Papa-Nikiphoros did not know very much. They passed their lives with the usual church services and a lot of work.

			His disciple Fr. Ephraim, however, was a real spiritual fighter. His parents were poor and his grandfather was a priest. He had completed high school, which was a rare accomplishment in those days. In 1933, at the age of twenty-one, he came to the Holy Mountain where Papa-Nikiphoros was.

			[image: ]

			From left to right: Fr. Prokopios, Papa-Nikiphoros, and Fr. Ephraim

			This young man had a very good heart, but he was greatly pained by the lack of an authentic patristic example and unerring guide. Furthermore, he also had difficulty because of his ego, which was wounded by the harsh words of his unlettered elders. The only aid he had in his spiritual struggle was reading the lives of the saints and patristic writings. In this manner, with great internal struggle he gradually began to overcome the 
unavoidable waves of thoughts that novices typically have. He himself admitted the following, regarding this period of his life beside Papa-Nikiphoros: “The older fathers were simple men; they did their handicraft, their church services, and nothing more. When I came to the Holy Mountain, I was seeking something, but I myself didn’t know what it was. I was not satisfied by merely doing handicrafts and going to the church services. I wanted something more, something loftier than just that. Elder Nikiphoros was good, but he couldn’t lead me on a path that he himself had not traversed.”

			Time passed, and Fr. Ephraim could find no one to teach him a few things about the spiritual life. This is why he would later say, “It is easy to leave the world, but to find a spiritual guide and elder is extremely difficult!”

			Since he had no one to guide him spiritually, he improvised. No one had taught him about the Jesus prayer, so what did he come up with to pray constantly? He associated every hour of the day and every room of their hut with saying various prayers—saints’ troparia for the most part. In this way, he tried to keep his nous continuously occupied with prayer and compunction. Thus, by the grace of God, he progressed in compunction so much that he was able to weep whenever he wanted and as much as he wanted.

			Because of his humble obedience to his harsh elder and because of his constant tears, God allowed him to experience a lofty spiritual state during church services. One day while Fr. Prokopios was reading the Psalter and Fr. Ephraim was feeling compunction, he suddenly saw his nous leave his body and go across the ravine where it summoned all of creation to glorify God. As soon as he came to himself, he wondered, “What was that? Whom can I ask?”

			

	

Acquaintance with Elder Joseph

			Papa-Nikiphoros only now and then would go up to St. Basil’s Skete to serve the Liturgy at the little hut of “the teacher” (this is what he called Elder Joseph). In 1935, he went there along with his young disciple, Fr. Ephraim, to serve Liturgy. At that time, Fr. Ephraim was twenty-three, and Elder Joseph was thirty-eight. As a new monk, Fr. Ephraim remained silent and reserved in front of those elders. After the Divine Liturgy finished, they briefly sat down together so that Elder Joseph could treat them with the customary refreshment.2

			Elder Joseph immediately asked: “Is Ephraim obedient?”

			“Yes, he is,” replied Papa-Nikiphoros.

			Fr. Ephraim later said, “At that moment, I felt like falling down and kissing Elder Joseph’s feet because I had finally heard something spiritual! I felt that this elder had life and grace. Due to the prevailing spiritual indifference, everyone else would merely ask: ‘Is your new monk smart?’ ‘Is he a hard-worker?’ ‘Is he good at learning handicrafts?’”

			With just one look, Elder Joseph realized that Fr. Ephraim was a spiritual man and said to himself: “What a shame! This boy is like a thirsty deer,3 and his elder doesn’t have any water to give him!” Geronda felt sorry for him, but he didn’t have any way to help him. He couldn’t just go meddling in the business of another brotherhood.

			In 1936, Elder Nikiphoros decided to have Fr. Ephraim ordained a deacon to help him with the services. So when he went to Thebes that summer as usual, he took his young disciple with him to have him ordained a deacon. When the bishop saw what a pious and serious monk he was, he insisted on ordaining him also to the priesthood, despite his young age.

			When Geronda found out that Fr. Ephraim had become a priest, he took advantage of the opportunity and asked Papa-Nikiphoros to send his young priest to do some Liturgies for him. Papa-Nikiphoros readily agreed, and a few days later the new hieromonk* Ephraim set off on his own to serve the Liturgy at the hut of “the teacher.” After the Divine Liturgy, Papa-Ephraim asked Geronda if they could speak privately, and they agreed to meet at midnight.

			The truth is that Papa-Ephraim had been so disappointed by the general indifference that he didn’t expect much from Elder Joseph. He later told us: “It was almost out of curiosity that I was motivated to speak with him. I never imagined that I would be united with him and that I would continue his legacy and experience what we read about in the holy Fathers.”

			Despite his distrust, his thirst for spiritual words was so great that he went five hours early! Since he had arrived so early, he sat on a little stone wall near Geronda’s hut and waited for him to complete his prayers. He looked out towards the salt ponds and the sea, and he enjoyed the view of the wilderness at night. While he was praying there, his tears flowed like a river without stopping for five whole hours.

			Meanwhile, Geronda was having his doubts about speaking with Papa-Ephraim, since he also knew quite well the prevailing spiritual indifference around him. He was thinking: “What’s the use of getting involved with Papa-Ephraim? He’s going to be like all the others.” But since he had already agreed to speak with him, he told his brother, Fr. Athanasios, to call him in.

			Papa-Ephraim came in and said to Geronda: “I see that all the monks are occupied merely with handicrafts, and there isn’t anyone to discuss thoughts with or to hear some spiritual advice from. So is our life really monastic? Working from dawn till dusk, while being rudely humiliated and never hearing kind words? Where is the virtue? Where is the love? Where is the prayer?”

			“My child, be careful; he is your elder. It is he whom God has revealed to you. You may neither leave nor judge him.”

			“But is that how an elder should behave? Why shouldn’t I leave and find another elder who is more spiritual?”

			“Listen, my child: on the one hand you gave your vows to renounce the world, and on the other hand you want honor and compliments? Well, you are wrong! If you want to become a servant of Christ, you ought to accept everything He suffered for our sake: scorn, insults, humiliations, and even being spit upon and beaten! If you endure all these things, then you are bearing a small cross and following Christ. With comfort and empty honor and courteous talk, there is no progress or salvation.” Papa-Ephraim’s thirsty soul immediately absorbed all this advice from Geronda like a sponge.

			Then Papa-Ephraim revealed to him three high spiritual states he had experienced and mentioned that he had been weeping for five whole hours just then. Hearing this, Geronda embraced him and solemnly said to him: “My child, you have been looking for me, and I have been looking for you!” From then on, a close spiritual relationship grew between them.

			

	

Guidance from Elder Joseph

			From the moment that Elder Joseph assumed the responsibility of guiding Papa-Ephraim, he taught him various things about obedience, silence, self-reproach, prayer, and beneficial thoughts (regarding death, judgment, paradise, and hell). He taught him to say the prayer constantly: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” and to be watchful over his thoughts. He also gave him a schedule for doing his prayer-rope at night. At first, he told him to say the prayer for only one hour. He also told him: “You have to tell this to your elder, though, so that it is not considered self-will.”

			Papa-Nikiphoros had no objections to his disciple’s new schedule, not only because he acknowledged Geronda’s sanctity, but also because he had the great virtue of being free of envy. Thus, from that day onwards, the soul of Papa-Ephraim was resurrected, and in essence his elder was Geronda, while he continued to have Papa-Nikiphoros as his elder merely as a formality.

			The next time he went to serve the Liturgy for Geronda, Geronda asked him if he did his prayer-rope, and he answered: “Geronda, with the prayer, the tears run like a river from my eyes, and a fire is burning in my heart for Christ!”

			Then Geronda increased his prayer-ropes and began explaining to him what praxis and theoria are and what the fruits of noetic prayer are. Thus, through Geronda’s constant supervision and through Papa-Ephraim’s dedication to the struggle, in two or three months he became afire with zeal and grace. This experience showed him the value and grace of obedience.

			

	

Serving Liturgy

			At first, Papa-Ephraim went to St. Basil’s Skete once a week, but the more spiritually united he became with Geronda, the more frequently he would go. Sometimes he would even go four times a week. With all his heart, Papa-Nikiphoros let his disciple go to “the teacher” to serve Liturgy because he could see that through Geronda’s guidance, Papa-Ephraim was becoming more and more eager to be obedient and to work.

			Near the end of his life Papa-Ephraim said regarding that period of his life: “I admit that I had a great struggle with thoughts over leaving Papa-Nikiphoros, but through the advice and prayers of Elder Joseph, I was able to remain in obedience until the end. I don’t regret it because grace showed me forty years later that I had done the primary will of God.”

			He also said something that all of us had felt: “I have never loved and feared anyone else in the world more than Elder Joseph.” His great fear was a result of his great love, for out of his ardent love for Geronda, he was afraid of doing anything that might grieve him. In fact, he acquired so much reverence towards Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios, that in the beginning and at the end of his private prayers, he always said: “Through the prayers of the holy Fathers Joseph and Arsenios.”

			He revealed his thoughts and spiritual state to Geronda in detail, and Papa-Ephraim joyfully accepted his advice. Amazed at Geronda’s clairvoyance, Papa-Ephraim said, “Geronda can see everything inside me.”

			The holy Fathers say that nothing increases divine gifts more than thankfulness and gratitude. Papa-Ephraim offered both of these abundantly not only to God but also to Elder Joseph. Whenever an opportunity arose, he would volunteer his labor out of gratitude. He helped Elder Joseph’s brotherhood with many material needs while not neglecting his obedience to Elder Nikiphoros.

			Once when Papa-Ephraim was very sick and in danger of getting tuberculosis, Elder Joseph kept him in his own hut and cooked for him. Elder Joseph even arranged for Mrs. Andromache in Volos to send him cheese, eggs, butter, canned milk, etc., so that Papa-Ephraim could regain his health. At first, Papa-Ephraim objected because he didn’t want to eat those foods on fasting days, but for the sake of obedience he gave in. He ate everything Geronda gave him until he got well. Geronda told him: “You have to pray for Andromache for sending you all that food.”

			

	

Divine Experiences

			Once when Papa-Ephraim went up to St. Basil’s Skete to visit Geronda, he found him in a state of ecstasy in prayer. Geronda hugged his head, put it on his chest, and continued praying without saying a word. (That is how Geronda usually prayed for us.) “Geronda, are you going to eat the ‘cookies’ by yourself?” whispered Papa-Ephraim, longing to taste whatever Geronda’s soul was tasting. Geronda applied pressure with his elbow to Papa-Ephraim’s side, signalling him to keep silence. After a little while, Geronda came to himself, and with a serene sigh said: “My child, you don’t have just a clean soul; you have a completely pure soul.” This is what had been revealed to him while praying.

			One other time, Geronda put his hand on Papa-Ephraim’s head and started praying for him. All of sudden, he stopped. He couldn’t continue because he was flooded with grace. Afterwards Geronda said to him: “I was praying for you, and instead, I received prayer.” Whenever Geronda was flooded with grace like that, it meant that God would fulfill his request in prayer.

			

	

Teachings

			Elder Joseph guided Papa-Ephraim in many ways. He laid special emphasis on preserving one’s original zeal: he said that if a monk does not manage to increase it, he must struggle by all means not to let it decrease. Elder Joseph also pointed out to him that losing zeal brings negligence, which crushes a monk. To avoid this pitfall, he advised him to read through the service of tonsure to the great schema from time to time. In this manner, he would be reminded of the vows he had given to God as well as his responsibilities. Above all, though, what benefited Papa-Ephraim was the mere sight of holy Elder Joseph and his example.

			Once Papa-Ephraim had intense carnal warfare. He lay down to sleep, but the warfare was very strong. To resist the temptation, he began saying the prayer fervently. Soon afterwards, he fell asleep and saw the following vision: Across from him at the front door was a demon, exactly as the holy Fathers describe them: with horns, black wings, and a menacing laugh. However, the demon couldn’t approach his cell or enter it! When he awoke, he went and told Geronda about what he had seen. “Do you see, my child,” Geronda told him, “that by saying the Jesus prayer you keep him at the gate, and thus he can’t come near you?”

			

	

Visitation of Grace

			Papa-Ephraim, as a true disciple, would tell Geronda all his thoughts and never hide anything from him. In this manner, he quickly acquired streams of tears. He said to Geronda, “I have a lot of tears.”

			And Geronda responded: “Tears are good; they cleanse the soul. Now you are digging and opening a road so that the vehicle of God’s grace can come. This is how you will find grace—through tears. Another way to find it is through noetic prayer, which is loftier than tears. If tears come during noetic prayer, forget about the tears and keep the prayer in your heart. Tears diminish noetic prayer. Noetic prayer makes man experience grace more than tears do.”

			About six or seven months later, the following incident occurred, as Papa-Ephraim himself told it:

			One evening after waking up, I washed my face and stood up to say the Jesus prayer with my prayer-rope as usual. I was standing in front of my window that overlooks the sea. After finishing quite a few prayer-ropes, all of a sudden I saw three luminous figures approaching me. My cell filled with light and an indescribable fragrance. My spiritual senses informed me that the middle figure was Christ, accompanied by two angels. I fell down and my soul embraced Christ’s feet. I felt an amazing joy and delight. I was in such a heavenly state that it cannot be described.

			[As he continued this story, he began to weep.]

			I remained in that state of bliss for quite a while before it gradually began to subside. Suddenly, my cell filled with demons, and they surrounded me. I was terrified! I was petrified out of fear. I felt them beside me, and I shuddered with an indescribable fear. As I prayed, they gradually withdrew. While still trembling out of fear, I took my oil-lantern and went to Elder Joseph.

			When I arrived, I said to Fr. Athanasios, “Inform Geronda that I need to meet with him at once!” Geronda received me immediately, even though it was at an inappropriate time. As soon as I sat down, he asked me, “What’s wrong?” “Wait a minute, Geronda, so that I can come to myself and tell you.”

			Due to the fear, I could barely speak. When I recovered, I related to him the incident with the three figures and the demonic presence afterwards. Then Elder Joseph stood up, embraced me, and said to me full of joy: “This, my child, is the first step. This is grace. Do you remember that I was telling you that through tears you are in a sense digging so that grace’s vehicle could pass? Well, now it has passed. From now on, you will have revelations from God. He will inform you of things, and you will see differently. God’s grace will manifest itself in images and shapes to help you. New horizons, different spiritual garments, a different spiritual food, and a different prayer await you. The demons came afterwards because they realized the state of grace you had and were envious.”4

			Later Papa-Ephraim said:

			The progress I made under Elder Joseph was due solely to his prayers and his guidance. He would tell you, “This is how you should pray; this is how you should say the words. When you encounter difficulty, don’t repeat the prayer in its entirety; repeat only half of it.”

			He teaches you how to say the prayer, how to live, how to pray. When you are tired and lose heart in the struggle to say the prayer, and you want to give it up, he comforts and strengthens you. He puts you back on track, so to speak.

			When Elder Joseph said, “The more faith you have in me, the more spiritual progress you will have,” it was as if he were saying, “I have a spiritual treasure. Do you want some? Take as much as you want.”

			

	

From Strength to Strength

			Soon after this, Papa-Ephraim began experiencing lofty spiritual states. He received abundant grace from God, Who kept raising him to higher levels that only people with experience can understand. All this was because of the unerring teachings and prayers of Elder Joseph, who said to him: “My child, the way you were progressing before we met, you would have found grace on your own, but you would not have been able to keep it. You found grace through tears, so continue with tears. But you are running quickly, and I’m afraid for you. Other people have spent a lifetime in ascesis and haven’t experienced these states, whereas you have been granted them by God so soon!”

			Papa-Ephraim responded humbly: “Geronda, if God gives me meat to eat, am I supposed to tell Him to give me beans?”

			Geronda would “boast in the Lord,”5 saying about the advanced state of Papa-Ephraim, “I made him like that.” Indeed, this was the truth because Elder Joseph was his real elder. He is the one who made him a great vessel of grace.

			Notwithstanding, the temptations of Papa-Ephraim were not small. Once, throughout his entire vigil the demons tortured him with thoughts about insignificant matters. In the morning, he went to Geronda and told him about the harassment. Geronda wisely inquired: “What spiritual state have you had these days during prayer?”

			“A very good state.”

			Then Geronda nodded his head conclusively: “Hmm. Don’t expect only sweet things. Expect bitter things, too. When you are given a spiritual state full of grace, expect a temptation soon. Likewise, when you have temptations and grief, be aware that consolation from God is near.”

			Geronda supported him in words and deeds. He would give him advice, but he would not reveal to him his soul’s spiritual path ahead of time. Only one time did he do so, when he said to him, “In the spiritual state you are in, be very careful not to be fooled by some fantasy.* If you see an angel, don’t fall down before him immediately. Be careful because your spiritual state will be followed by a temptation. It is impossible for this not to happen.”

			Naturally, Geronda was speaking out of experience, since he himself had already lived all these changes. He was no longer struggling to explore various spiritual states, but he knew at every step what he would encounter and what he must do to attract the mercy and grace of God.

			Instead of attacking Papa-Ephraim directly, the devil instigated people against him. The Great Lavra decided to punish him for being ordained by a zealot bishop without the Lavra’s permission. They removed his name from their roster of monks, which meant that he would be considered a layman by the government and must therefore fulfill his mandatory term serving in the military. The police started searching for him, but Geronda hid him. Geronda did everything he could to make the Lavra add Papa-Ephraim to their roster, but they would not give in. Finally, through the prayers of the Panagia, the governor of the Holy Mountain changed his mind, and Papa-Ephraim was allowed to stay.

			The only other time Geronda revealed Papa-Ephraim’s future to him was when he told him: “Papa, you will get amnesia and lose your memory when you’re old.” Sure enough, this did happen. God allowed it so that he would have humility and not think highly of himself.

			

	

Their Liturgies

			The piety of Papa-Ephraim was manifest especially during the Divine Liturgy. He said: “When I served Liturgy for Elder Joseph, I had overwhelming compunction and a flood of tears—a torrent! I could not contain myself when serving there. I must admit, though, that it was all because of Geronda’s prayers.”

			He was taught how to intone the petitions and the rest of the Liturgy by Elder Joseph, who in turn had learned it when his nous was seized in rapture. He took the tones and melodies from the chanting in the vision6 he had of little birds chanting the “terirem.”7 Ever since then, he taught the others how to chant the “Lord, have mercy”: serenely, hesychastically, as if the voice were coming from afar. They chanted so quietly that their voices could not be heard from the outside, even though their chapel was so tiny. They chanted quietly to preserve tranquility because it is through quietude of the mouth that the soul cries out and communicates with God.

			Elder Joseph was delighted with those Liturgies and the compunctious atmosphere that was created, because everyone in his brotherhood was wholeheartedly devoted to worship, and no thought removed their nous from prayer. He wouldn’t let anyone else serve Liturgy for them because he didn’t want to lose what they had. He even said: “I believe that on all of the Holy Mountain there is no better Divine Liturgy than the one we do, the way we do it in this humble little chapel.” Elder Joseph had experienced the fullness of noetic prayer, and his disciples followed him. Thus, their Divine Liturgy was a Liturgy of prayer.

			Frequently during the Divine Liturgy, Papa-Ephraim saw the grace of God tangibly filling the entire chapel. This is why he could say from experience, “The Holy Spirit cannot be seen, but His grace can be seen.” Grace flooded their hearts in that tiny chapel, and many times Papa-Ephraim could see Christ as an infant on the holy paten. At such times, his tears ran like a stream.

			One time at the consecration of the holy gifts, he was informed of what is meant by the phrase “heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ,”8 while feeling an intense ardor of spirit. Another time, when he went to rest after the Divine Liturgy, he suddenly saw a cherubim. With inexplicable joy he embraced it and kissed it. When he told Geronda what had happened, Geronda explained to him that it was a manifestation of God’s grace.

			Once during the Liturgy, he saw the Trinitarian God in the holy gifts, and he recounted it as follows: “I saw the entire Godhead in the holy gifts. I saw Him with the eyes of my soul, but I can’t describe it. Of course, man cannot see God and live, but I saw Him in a sense as Moses did, when he saw ‘the back parts’9 of God. At that moment, I found myself in a state of ineffable bliss, peace, love, divine eros, and tears. The living God was in the holy chalice! So then how can you dare approach the holy chalice?” After such incidents, Geronda would humble him by sweetly saying, “You are traveling very fast, my dear priest!”

			When Papa-Ephraim served the Liturgy and said, “Peace be unto all,” he had the thought, “Who am I to pray for peace to come to Elder Joseph?” This thought concerned him for a while until one day he heard a voice coming from the stole, “You are not the one saying it; I am saying it.” He then realized that it is the Holy Spirit Who is blessing through the priest.

			After so many heavenly events, it is no wonder that the abandoned chapel of Elder Joseph in the wilderness where Papa-Ephraim served the Liturgy for so many years is still fragrant.

			Whenever Papa-Ephraim found himself in lofty states of prayer and couldn’t restrain himself, Geronda would tell him: “Whether you have joy or sorrow, do not let it show. You might be inebriated in paradise or engulfed in hell, but you must not reveal it. This is best, so that others will not know what state you are in.” Later, Papa-Ephraim admitted with self-reproach, “I had difficulty doing this.”

			Geronda, however, had mastered the skill of self-restraint. Even though he always had intense compunction during those services in the chapel, only twice in his life did it overwhelm him so powerfully that he could not chant the cherubic hymn.

			

	

Judging the Elder

			St. John of the ladder advises that before we bend our neck to the yoke of obedience we should carefully examine whether the elder is capable of leading us to salvation. After submitting ourselves to obedience, however, we should never judge our elder, even if we happen to notice some shortcomings. Otherwise, he concludes, we shall not benefit from obedience.10 The following story told by Papa-Ephraim shows how dangerous judging one’s elder is:

			One day I had a judgmental thought against Geronda. When I tried to pray that evening, it was as if there were a wall in front of me. I couldn’t get anywhere with the prayer. I tried saying: “Lord Jesus … Lord Jesus …,” and I couldn’t!

			I said to myself: “I must have done something wrong. I must have committed some sin.” So I started thinking: “Yesterday, where did I go? What did I say? What did I do?” Then I found it: I had judged my elder. 

			The following day was Sunday and I had to serve the Liturgy. “Now what do I do?” I asked myself. Pray! “God, forgive me for judging my elder. I made a mistake, and I’m asking forgiveness.”

			Nothing! No improvement in my prayer!

			“All right, isn’t there forgiveness for me? Can’t I say, ‘evlogison’? Since I have grieved You, ‘evlogison.’” Nothing!

			I continued asking the Lord: “Didn’t You forgive Peter after he denied You three times? I didn’t deny You, I just judged my elder. Well, now I am making a prostration to You. I have repented for judging him, and I am seeking forgiveness.”

			Still nothing! I tried holding my prayer-rope, but I still couldn’t pray. So then I began to weep. The tears flowed like a river. “My God, my God! Can’t I say, ‘evlogison’? You are the God of mercy and compassion! Why don’t You forgive me? You even forgave St. Mary of Egypt when she repented! You forgave many sinners, including the New Martyrs who had previously become Turks. You forgave them and had mercy on them. Isn’t there any mercy for me? Isn’t there any forgiveness?”

			Three hours passed like that. I did the entire Sunday service with tears. Finally, I felt a certain peace, a particular sweetness, a kind of joy within myself. Then the prayer began to be said: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” “Ah! All right!” I said to myself. And thus I was able to proceed to serve the Liturgy.

			Judging your elder is not the same thing as judging some stranger. Woe unto you! It is somewhat like judging God Himself!

			

	

Commemorating Names

			One day after Liturgy, Papa-Ephraim saw in his sleep some poor, ragged, wounded people before him, and they said to him, “Father, you forgot us.” When he woke up, he realized that he must not have commemorated all the names. He then asked, “Geronda, do you have any other names?”

			“No, I don’t,” Geronda replied. “They’re all in the altar.”

			Papa-Ephraim searched and searched but couldn’t find any extra slips of paper with names on them. After his next Liturgy, again he had the same dream with poor people telling him, “Father, you forgot us.”

			After waking up, he said, “Fathers, are you sure you don’t have any names somewhere else?”

			“I’m sure, Papa. Check the altar table.”

			Papa-Ephraim searched some more and finally found a slip of paper with names underneath the edge of the altar cover. In his next Liturgy, he commemorated those names, and those people never again appeared to him in his dreams.

			

	

Strictness

			The guidance of Elder Joseph was not all honey, though. Not at all! He found flaws in Papa-Ephraim to correct him “in season and out of season,”11 in order to keep him safe in the haven of humility. As the Apostle Paul says: “Preach the word. Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, rebuke, exhort, with all long-suffering, and teaching.”12 A spiritual father must do everything to benefit his spiritual children.

			In the beginning, Papa-Ephraim did not particularly like the food Elder Joseph gave him. To avoid eating it, he decided on his own to gather walnuts and eat them instead. This action of his, however, did not escape Geronda’s notice. He waited for the right time, and then one day he abruptly remarked on it and bluntly said to him, “Papa, don’t come here to serve Liturgy again!”

			As soon as Geronda said this to him, Papa-Ephraim lost his prayer. Along with it, he lost his tears, his joy, his compunction—he lost everything. He fell into despair and despondency. The next day, he ran back to Geronda, jumped over the fence, and fell at Geronda’s feet with tears, saying, “Forgive me! I won’t do it again!” True to his word, Papa-Ephraim never did it again, and he became like a little lamb.

			Another time, Papa-Ephraim mistakenly came late to serve Liturgy. He asked forgiveness, but Geronda was not placated. He seized the opportunity to train Papa-Ephraim in humility. After reprimanding him harshly, he curtly sent him away, saying: “Get out of here, and don’t come back until I call for you.”

			Geronda kept him away for three days, despite the fact that Papa-Ephraim begged him for forgiveness with tears. As expected, those three days passed with spiritual deadness—not a single movement of grace. Poor Papa-Ephraim! He was getting shouted at by Papa-Nikiphoros, shouted at by Elder Joseph, and deprived of grace from God! But it was all for his own good. Finally, on the fourth day, Geronda called for him to come to serve Liturgy. During the Divine Liturgy, grace overshadowed him for the first time in days, and he rejoiced. When he told this to Geronda, he replied with his sweet, fatherly demeanor, “My child, couldn’t you tell that in spirit I was embracing you?” Then Geronda explained to him the exactitude required for spiritual progress from praxis to theoria.

			Another time, Papa-Ephraim opposed an order of Geronda and was disobedient to him. Because of this—as he himself admitted—he not only grieved Geronda but was also severely chastised by God. He said: “I tell you that just as it is written in the life of the Apostle Peter that he wept every time he heard a cock crow, recalling his denial, likewise every time I remember that disobedience of mine, I weep for hours on end because I know that I shouldn’t have done it, and that I grieved not just Geronda but the Holy Spirit as well.”

			Through his obedience, Papa-Ephraim reached such heights of virtue that Fr. Arsenios was astounded and said to Elder Joseph: “My, my! We do such strict ascesis, but he just does obedience and surpasses us!”

			

	

Stubborn Papa-Nikiphoros

			This may have been the case, but his obedience was no small feat. It was a sheer martyrdom because Papa-Nikiphoros treated him harshly for decades.

			One day Geronda asked Papa-Ephraim, “When will you come to serve Liturgy for us next?”

			“On the feast day of St. John Chrysostom.”

			“All right.”

			A little while later, their neighbor, Elder Gabriel, asked Papa-Ephraim if he could come and serve Liturgy for him on the day of St. John Chrysostom. Papa-Ephraim replied: “All right, we can do that. After all, both Geronda [Nikiphoros] and I are priests, so one of us can serve here and the other can serve for Elder Joseph.”

			When Papa-Ephraim returned to his elder, Papa-Nikiphoros, he told him: “Geronda, forgive me; I’m in a bind. I gave my word to Elder Gabriel that we would serve Liturgy for him, but I had already told Elder Joseph that I would serve Liturgy for him.”

			Papa-Nikiphoros replied: “When you give your word, give your word for yourself—not for your elder! You have to learn your place! I give my word for my spiritual child; a spiritual child doesn’t give his word on behalf of his elder.”

			“Fine, Geronda. Evlogison. But now I’m in a bind. I don’t know what got into me. Anyway, you can go to Elder Gabriel, and I’ll go up to Elder Joseph.”

			“No, I’m not going. What’s this you’re saying? You’re ordering me to go to Elder Gabriel? You have to realize your position and learn how to talk!”

			“Okay, I’m sorry. It’s my mistake.”

			“I said no! I’m not going.”

			Papa-Ephraim said to himself: “Now what do I do? Well, since I go to Elder Joseph all the time, this time I might as well go to Elder Gabriel.”

			So Papa-Ephraim served Liturgy for Elder Gabriel, but he admitted later: “My conscience was bothering me so much that I felt as if I had committed a crime against Elder Joseph. If you commit a sin against someone else, it’s not as serious as committing a sin against your elder. If you disobey someone else, it’s not so serious. But if you disobey your elder, it’s serious!”

			The next time Papa-Ephraim went up to see Geronda, he said to him: “Welcome back, Papa! Why didn’t you come for St. John Chrysostom?”

			After Papa-Ephraim explained the whole story, Geronda said to him: “You fell into a temptation, and Papa-Nikiphoros should have helped you. He should have said to you: ‘Listen, my child; you are a disciple. If I were to tell you to go to Elder Gabriel, you would have to go. If you tell me where to go, I don’t have to go. Do you understand how things work? But since you’ve already given your word, I’ll go to Elder Gabriel. You go serve Liturgy for Elder Joseph. But don’t ever do that again.’”

			“Geronda, I was in a bind. Evlogison.”

			“Now what penance should I give you?” Elder Joseph continued. “Since God already gave you a penance through your conscience, I don’t need to give you another penance. God has taught you how serious it is for a priest to break his promise, and even more so a promise to his elder.”

			Even though Geronda forgave him, Papa-Ephraim still suffered greatly from his conscience pricking him.

			

	

Spiritual Bond

			The spiritual state of Elder Joseph was so lofty that Papa-Ephraim drew a flood of grace from him because of their spiritual bond. As Papa-Ephraim himself said:

			I remember those years. I experienced grace in torrents when Elder Joseph prayed for me. When I would kiss his hand as I was leaving, if he said wholeheartedly, “Go,”—it was as if he were saying, “Go and see”—I would immediately abound in prayer and grace. On the contrary, if I had disappointed him in something and if he abruptly said to me, “Go now,” then I would have a spiritual drought and abandonment. This was verified when one day he said to me, “Go; you won’t have any grace until Saturday.” Indeed, for a whole week, my soul was frozen and dead! I was amazed to see how much power Geronda’s words have, and how God ratifies them.

			The first thing that all of Elder Joseph’s disciples found out was that God truly ratified his salvific words. This is a mystery that negligent and inexperienced people are unable to explain. One thing that can be said for sure is that the more united you are with your elder, the more grace you receive. It is just like iron: the more it approaches the fire, the more it becomes like the fire, while the farther it withdraws, the darker it becomes.

			Here is another incident revealing their spiritual bond, as related by Papa-Ephraim:

			One day as I began praying, I felt my soul was in pain and that the pain was coming from Geronda. I said to myself, “Geronda is suffering.” What could I do? Pray. So I prayed and prayed from midnight until dawn. At 9:00 a.m. my soul stopped hurting. I said to myself, “Geronda must be better now.”

			The next time I saw Geronda, I asked him: “By the way, Geronda, on such-and-such a day, how were you?”

			Geronda replied: “My child, I was suffering because Thanasi did this and that. I was in great pain.”

			“How long did your pain last?”

			“Until 9:00 a.m.”

			“And then?”

			“Then I gave myself over to prayer and found consolation.”

			“God enlightened me to know about your suffering. That’s why I prayed as hard as I could for you.”

			But really, what could I do for Geronda? I guess it was like the two mites13 of the widow in the Bible.

			Geronda once told Papa-Ephraim: “If you are in a good spiritual state and go to a house, you can sense what kind of spirit dwells in that house. For example, if there is a spirit of prayer, a spirit of continence, a spirit of ascesis, or a spirit of lying, greed, theft, or witchcraft.”

			Intellectually, Papa-Ephraim understood what his elder was telling him, but in practice he couldn’t grasp it because it seemed not just unbelievable but even a little preposterous. Then one day, the following incident occurred, as Papa-Ephraim himself described it:

			One day I went to serve Liturgy for Elder Joseph. As soon as I entered his cell, I said, “Geronda, what’s going on in here?”

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“A spirit of silence prevails in here, as if it is telling me, ‘be quiet.’ A feeling immediately came over my soul as if to inform me in a sense that there is silence in here.”

			“Let me explain,” Geronda said. “Now, during Great Lent, on Saturday we have Liturgy, we receive Communion, we eat, and Father Arsenios and I may talk with each other until Sunday evening. On Sunday evening, we do a prostration to each other to ask forgiveness, and then all week long we do not speak. If we want to get something done, we communicate only with hand signals.”

			From then on I understood through my own experience that Geronda’s words were right.

			Then Geronda also added the following: “Papa, I want you to read the prayer of absolution for me.”

			“What happened, Geronda?”

			“The other day I was trying to signal to Father Arsenios to go down and dig so that we could plant chickpeas. I showed him a handkerchief full of chickpeas and tried explaining to him with hand signals that he should use a pole to make holes in the ground to plant them in. But Father Arsenios couldn’t understand what I meant, and started trying to talk with his mouth closed! Then he took the handkerchief and the chickpeas scattered everywhere. I got angry and gestured inappropriately to him. That’s why I want you to read the prayer of absolution for me.”

			[image: ]

			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia in his later years

			

	

Last Words

			Only Those who have broken away from obedience, writes St. John of the Ladder, can fully appreciate its value. When Papa-Ephraim was an old man, he recollected the good old days and said:

			Oh, blessed obedience! What can I tell you? When I was under obedience, I had a special kind of grace, a different kind of prayer. It was as if I were flying, for prayer springs from obedience—NOT obedience from prayer. Be obedient for now, and later you will acquire grace.

			Elder Joseph told us: “When a person is obedient to an elder, it doesn’t matter if the command is wrong; it will turn out well for him simply because he is being obedient. It doesn’t matter who his elder is. What good did it do Judas that he had Christ? None! What good did it do Gehazi14 that his elder was a prophet? None! What good did it do Adam, who was in Paradise, and his “elder” in a sense was God? None, because he was disobedient. Yet Akakios, who is mentioned in The Ladder of St. John of Sinai,15 suffered no harm even though his elder was grouchy, cantankerous, and even beat him. Despite this, he became a great saint.”16

			Decades later, as Papa-Ephraim approached the end of his life on earth, he wanted to visit the huts of Elder Joseph in St. Basil’s Skete one last time. As soon as he approached the abandoned chapel of Geronda’s cell, he said to his companion with deep emotion and a stream of tears:

			May his memory be eternal! May his memory be eternal! We were satiated with grace! We were satiated with grace! For three years beside Geronda here, I drank water—the water of Paradise! Oh! In those days when I used to go to St. Basil’s Skete, to Elder Joseph, what grace that was! What spiritual states! What Liturgies! What theorias! What mysteries! What revelations! You would think that the shrubs and the crags and all of creation were glorifying and singing to God!

			Papa-Ephraim passed away in 1998 after living an exemplary life of holiness. Two books about his life have been translated into English: Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, written by his disciples at the Hesychasterion “St. Ephraim” in Katounakia and published by “To Perivoli tis Panagias” in 2003; and Obedience is Life: Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, written by Elder Joseph of Vatopedi, also published in 2003.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 A “prosphoron” (plural: prosphora) is a round loaf a bread used for the Divine Liturgy. It is stamped with a special wooden seal before being baked.

				

				
					2 A typical refreshment, or “kerasma,” on the Holy Mountain consists of water, loukoumia, and raki, and it sometimes includes coffee, too. “Raki” is an aromatic alcoholic liquor distilled from fermented grape skins.

				

				
					3 cf. Ps. 41:1.

				

				
					4 This and all subsequent quotes of Papa-Ephraim that lack references were transcribed from recordings of personal conversations with him.

				

				
					5 1 Cor. 1:31.

				

				
					6 Vid. Monastic Wisdom, pp. 228–229.

				

				
					7 The “terirem” is a melodic unit of syllables that are unrelated to the text of the hymn and is traditionally woven into the normal sequence of a hymn at a point where amplification is possible.

				

				
					8 Rom 8:17.

				

				
					9 Ex. 33:23.

				

				
					10 St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, step 4:6, “On Obedience.”

				

				
					11 2 Tim. 4:2.

				

				
					12 Ibid.

				

				
					13 Vid. Mk 12:42.

				

				
					14 Vid. 2 Kings 4:12–5:27 (LXX 4 Kings 4:12–5:27).

				

				
					15 Climacus, Saint John, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Holy Transfiguration Monastery, Brookline, Mass., 2001, pp. 48–49.

				

				
					16 Here Elder Joseph’s excellent teaching makes it clear that it is possible to make spiritual progress regardless of who one’s elder is. This, of course, does not mean that one should not search very carefully to find a good elder before becoming a monk (as Elder Joseph himself did); nor does it mean that one should ever obey an order to do something immoral or heretical, as St. Basil the Great has written.

				

			

		

	
		
			8. 

			In the Small Skete of St. Anne

		

	


			Moving Out

			No One Lasted

			It was not possible for a person—no matter how passionate* he was—to live beside Geronda and not be cured of his passions, as long as he was obedient. That heavenly man knew how to cure his disciples’ passions with much discernment. All they had to do was remain beside him in obedience to become like new men.

			Geronda had much love and was full of grace, but he was also so strict and rigorous in his ascetical routine that it was difficult for people to stay with him. Since he had lived through all the various ascetical struggles, he knew exactly how God’s grace is attracted and preserved. That is why his words were always brief and to the point. He would say, “In this situation, you will do this,” and he demanded complete obedience from the person asking his advice.

			Many people passed through and benefited from Geronda, but almost all of them didn’t stay. Many people with important positions and advanced degrees passed through, but as soon as Geronda put them in the furnace of obedience, they would leave despite their initial zeal. No one could stay beside Geronda unless he was ready to write himself off from this life. This is why his brotherhood never grew large. It was characteristic of him to say: “I want to make him into a monk—a real monk! Not something watered-down.”

			Geronda would not turn people away; out of love he would welcome everyone who wanted to stay who claimed to desire hesychia and the spiritual life. Time would tell, however, that although they had good intentions, they lacked the self-denial required by ascetical life in the wilderness. They also had some old habits deeply rooted within them that prevented Geronda himself from keeping his ascetical program. This is why he would tell them: “You would be better off going to one of the monasteries, where there is security. Be obedient there, and have a humble spirit.”

			Thus in 1936, the only ones living with him were Fr. Arsenios, Fr. Athanasios (his brother), and Fr. John. There were, however, serious problems with their life at St. Basil’s Skete, which is why they decided to move elsewhere. The primary reason for their move was Fr. John, who was not being obedient at all. Not only would he not listen, but he also prevented Geronda from living as hesychastically as he wanted. Another reason for moving was the excessive physical labor required to haul all the necessary provisions up to such a high altitude. A third reason for moving was the disturbance from others. His reputation as a great ascetic had spread, and as a result, many monks went to him for advice. This made him lose his stillness, time for prayer, and freedom from cares.

			For all these reasons, Geronda decided to leave along with Fr. Arsenios and Fr. Athanasios. “Let’s leave!” he said. “Let’s go somewhere else to struggle so that people won’t easily find us and rob us of our prayer and hesychia.”

			

	

An Ideal Location

			On the southwest side of Mount Athos, on a steep wooded slope, lies the beautiful Skete of St. Anne at an altitude of about 1,000 feet. It consists of huts built on terraces, one behind the other. Most of them are hidden behind gigantic trees or greenish-gray boulders. In those days, there were about two hundred fathers living in the skete. It is named after St. Anne, the mother of the Theotokos, because the largest known holy relic of hers is kept there.

			About a half hour’s walk from St. Anne’s Skete is the Small Skete of St. Anne. It is a small ascetical cluster of just five huts. It has a milder climate because a rock protrusion to the north protects it from the sharp cold coming from the summit of Mt. Athos.

			Elder Joseph had heard from the older fathers of St. Anne’s Skete about some caves towards the Small Skete of St. Anne. After laboriously exploring they found the caves in the side of a cliff beneath the hut where the famous Papa-Savvas and the Georgian St. Hilarion had lived in the nineteenth century. A Russian ascetic had lived in those caves, and there were still two small cisterns there.

			This was a very secluded spot that few knew about. The place was very small, sort of like an eagle’s nest. On one side were crags, and on the other side was a deep precipice. They were very pleased with the landscape because they had absolute stillness. It was so secluded that only with great difficulty could anyone find them.

			

	

Water from the Rock

			Thus, in January of 1938, they loaded their tattered garments and their few books onto their backs and moved to those two caves. When they arrived there, the only thing they found were those two cisterns. One cistern was open and was used for washing and irrigation; the other was covered and held potable water. They cleaned both cisterns as well as they could and gouged the face of the cliff, inserting tin strips to make a gutter of sorts. This is how they collected the rainwater, which was crucial since there was no well nearby. Thus, the little water that was collected barely sufficed for their most essential needs. Once again, they encountered the same problem they had at St. Basil’s Skete: as soon as they began to build a little hut and a little chapel, they realized that they didn’t have nearly enough water. So once again, Fr. Arsenios had to haul it on his back from far away.

			One day when the sun was extremely hot, Geronda felt sorry for Fr. Arsenios, and he prayed to the Panagia: “My dear Panagia, work something out so that we have a little more water because Fr. Arsenios is toiling very hard.” As soon as he finished this prayer, he heard a “boom” from the boulder next to him. He turned to look, and what did he see? It looked as if the boulder was perspiring, and water was dripping from it. So they put a vessel beneath it to gather the water. From then on, Fr. Arsenios no longer needed to haul water.

			

	

Their Huts

			They built a hut in one cave and their little chapel in the other. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia also helped with the construction out of gratitude for all that Geronda had done for him. He hauled red dirt on his back from “awe-inspiring” Karoulia, which Fr. Arsenios used to make bricks. Papa-Ephraim managed to do all this without neglecting any of his own elder’s needs.

			At first they stayed together in the hut, which was separated into three small rooms and a tiny closet. But to avoid idle talk, they later decided to build separate huts. Geronda took a hut they built inside one of the caves forty yards away. They found some old beams to support the sheet metal which they used as a roof.

			[image: ]

			The chapel at Elder Joseph’s hermitage near the Small Skete of St. Anne

			The hut of Fr. Arsenios was a little further back, whereas Fr. Athanasios’s little shack was built outside their enclosure because he frequently returned late from his endless errands of hauling provisions. They also built a doorway and a door at the only entrance to the enclosure so that even if someone happened to find them, they would not be able to get in.

			Their huts were so small that only with difficulty were their needs met, even though their needs were minimal. The cell dimensions were about six by five feet. Instead of a bed they had two or three planks covered with some patchwork. They made a small opening in the wall, which was used as both a door and a window. That is how they went in and out. For fresh air they had two holes that were covered with rags instead of curtains.

			The floor of their cells was damp and moldy. The cells were so cold in winter that if you stopped moving, you would freeze, whereas in summer, they suffered from the unbearable heat. The tin sheet above their heads broiled them. Even at night it wasn’t cool because the surrounding boulders would absorb the heat all day and then radiate it all night. It was like the Babylonian furnace heated seven-fold!1 How could anyone sleep in there, especially on that kind of hard “bed”? Their cells were real tombs.

			It was inside this hut, which smelled like a muddy tomb, that Geronda sat and did his vigil every night, with noetic prayer for eight to ten hours. When he closed the door, it became pitch-black, and no fresh air came in. It was a sheer martyrdom!

			Their chapel was so small that you could almost reach the iconostasis while standing in your stall, but it was very compunctious. They dedicated it to St. John the Forerunner. The neighboring brotherhood of Fr. Daniel offered to paint the icons for it.

			Later they also planted three little orange trees below the chapel. But there was no more room on that ledge of the cliff to plant anything else, no matter how much they needed it. Besides, had they planted anything else, the frequent rock slides would have destroyed anything outside the caves.

			At first, their life there was truly harsh and uncomfortable, since they lacked even the most basic essentials. Yet despite the numerous inconveniences, the cramped space, and the flimsiness of their huts, they were very happy because no one bothered them. They were isolated on the side of a cliff where there wasn’t any path for people to pass by, so they were always alone and had indescribable stillness. They had no cares, since they didn’t have a garden. All they had was their huts and something for cooking. Those were their only possessions. They had the virtue of poverty to the extreme. They intentionally avoided comforts and lived with whatever was simple so that they would have few cares. This would allow them to concentrate on their spiritual life of prayer and contemplation.

			

	

Sleeplessness

			Elder Joseph’s move to this rough place did not please the subterranean demons, who wanted those caves for themselves. They began to disturb Geronda on a daily basis. Later he would tell his disciples: “You came here and found everything ready. If you only knew what I went through in the beginning here from the demons! The priests in the world exorcize the demons and command them to go to deserted places, which is why they had all piled up here! If you only knew what I went through!”

			What he was implying was that if his disciples had arrived back then, they would not have lasted. In order to ruin Geronda’s vigil, the demons started waking him up with loud noises every evening after sleeping for only an hour or an hour and a half. Afterwards, demons would appear to him with grotesque faces, and he wouldn’t be able to fall asleep again. This situation kept dragging on. Day by day, Geronda began to grow more and more tired, since he couldn’t sleep regularly and since he refused to omit doing his vigil. Furthermore, he was deprived of the special grace from prayer because the lack of sleep clouded his mind and prevented him from concentrating.

			Nevertheless, he would not give up easily. He said to himself: “I will be patient with this situation for a month, and if the problem has not been resolved by then, I will leave this place.” Geronda gradually started to feel the deprivation of grace. Many times he couldn’t control himself and kept weeping and weeping inconsolably for days or even weeks.

			Because of this situation, he fell into great sorrow and started to “complain,” in a sense, to God as if he had been treated unjustly. He was complaining because God kept allowing so many temptations to befall him without curbing them even a little, so that he couldn’t even catch his breath. As he was praying with tears and pain in the darkness, he arose, raised his hands, and said: “O Lord, will You even let them defeat man’s volition? If so, then how will man fight?”

			Then his little hut suddenly filled with light, and he heard a very sweet voice say to him, “Will you not endure everything for My love?”

			Upon hearing those words, his sorrow immediately dispersed, as if a heavy, dark cloud had left him. Right away he realized where that voice was from, and he fell down on his face and began to weep with much love, repenting for the despondency that had overcome him. “Yes, my God, for Your love I will be patient.”

			Later, he would say, “I shall never forget that voice, which was so sweet that the temptation and all my faintheartedness immediately disappeared.”

			From then on, Geronda had great consolation in his sorrows and afflictions. He regained his spiritual strength, and thenceforth had greater fortitude in temptations. After patiently enduring the temptation of sleeplessness for thirty days, the battle finally ended, and the demons vanished.

			

	

Their Schedule

			Their ascetical schedule at the Small Skete of St. Anne was as follows: At dawn they woke up and began work. Their work would either be to make some handicraft or to do some other necessary manual labor. At noon each of them would go to his own cell to do Vespers on his prayer-rope. If there was extra time, they would also do some reading. 

			Afterwards, they would all gather together for lunch. Next, they received Geronda’s blessing and retired to their cells to sleep for three hours until sunset. At sunset, they arose, drank some coffee, and began their vigil, which lasted until midnight. When they had a priest, they would begin the Divine Liturgy at midnight in their little chapel. When they had no priest, they continued their vigil in their cells either with reading or more prayer. After the Divine Liturgy, they would rest until sunrise. Thus, they slept a total of six hours, in two three-hour shifts. This schedule helped them greatly in their vigils.

			Geronda would never change this schedule because he knew that changing it would adversely affect his prayer. He emphasized in his teachings: “If you work more or less during the daytime, your body will be affected analogously. As a result, your nous will be scattered, which will diminish your eagerness for prayer.” This is why he kept his schedule with great precision, even at difficult times in his life. Of course, things were easier for him because of his character, which was orderly, decisive, and unyielding.

			The following event demonstrates how much importance Geronda attached to keeping his hesychastic schedule. One day during the rest period, his disciples returned from afar loaded up with provisions and some fish. They said to him: “Geronda, we brought some fish, and if we don’t cook them now, they will spoil.” 

			There certainly weren’t any refrigerators in St. Anne’s Skete then! Bear in mind that fish was a rare treat for them, not simply because they were ascetics, but also because fish was expensive to buy or toilsome to catch.

			Without even discussing the matter, Geronda replied: “I would rather have the fish spoil than to spoil my schedule. Leave the fish as they are and go rest.”

			The next day, he said to his disciples: “I intentionally let the fish spoil so that for the rest of your lives you will remember the value of orderliness.” He frequently emphasized: “Be careful with our schedule! Father Arsenios and I shed our blood to present it ready for you.”

			

	

The Joy of Hesychia

			At the beginning of our monastic life, the Fathers say, we cultivate the virtues with toil and difficulty. But as we progress then we work joyfully, with determination, desire, and a holy flame. Geronda was very pleased with his new ascetical dwelling. He enthusiastically wrote to his sister:

			We here, my sister, don’t sleep at all at night. Every night we have a vigil. We pray for the whole world all night. Only in the morning and midday do we rest a little after we eat. This is our rule: half the day we work, and the rest of the time we rest in silence and are content. Ascetical life! Wilderness! Angelic life, full of grace! If only you were here to see us! Oh, if only it were possible for you to see us! Here, my sister, it is an earthly paradise. And if from the beginning one lays hold of a demanding, lofty lifestyle, he becomes a saint.2

			At the beginning of their stay there, no one knew about them. However, in accordance with the Lord’s words: “A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid,”3 the fragrance of Geronda’s virtuous life could not be hidden. Gradually, the neighboring fathers learned of his holiness, and several of them began to visit him for spiritual benefit.

			Unfortunately, however, some other people without interest in spiritual matters found him, and they simply wanted to pass their time with unprofitable discussions due to their idleness. He saw that he did not benefit from those acts of “love,” but only ruined his soul. That is when he decided to put a gate at the only entrance to their enclosure to keep visitors out and preserve his hesychastic schedule. He would keep the gate locked almost the entire day so that he would at least benefit from the prayer and hesychia, since right from the start of his monastic life this is how he had learned to live. In this manner he managed to be more rested for his vigil. He thought to himself: “What benefit will I offer to my neighbor, if I myself am darkened by other people’s words? But when I remain in peace and illumined by the light of God, I will be able to transmit what I have to others, and in this way I will fulfill Christ’s commandment of love!”

			He took care not to waste the precious time of early evening. He saw that whenever he kept it with peace and the fear of God, he would have so much spiritual fruit that he would be amazed at the benefit of orderliness and freedom from cares. So he made a sign that said: “Do not knock. I do not want discussions, idle talk, and criticism of others.” Nevertheless, he would leave the gate open for two or three hours in the morning.

			With this method he had absolute stillness. Full of joy, he wrote to someone:

			I am the most fortunate of men, because I live without worries, enjoying the honey of hesychia without any interruption. When grace withdraws, though, hesychia like another grace shelters me in its bosom. And the pains and sorrows of this evil and toilsome life seem smaller.4

			He even composed poems, such as the following one:

			I found here a haven of stillness;

			Be healthy, my soul and my body;

			Swim, O my nous, in the sweetest tranquility,

			And ask not at all what your neighbor is doing.5

			Geronda sought hesychia and seclusion as the means for achieving the acquisition of the Holy Spirit through prayer.
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			Spiritual Struggles

			The Path of a Hermit

			In one of his letters, Geronda wrote about the two general paths of monastic life: “Once the grace of God enlightens a person and he leaves the world, he goes to a monastery or somewhere else with many other brethren. He is obedient to everyone and is at rest keeping the divine commandments. And by fulfilling the spiritual responsibilities he has been given, he awaits with good hope the mercy of God Who loves mankind. Well, this is the common road many Fathers have walked.”1 He then explained that there is another path that the hermits follow. This is the path Elder Joseph followed, and this is how he described it:

			After the merciful and good God sends a ray of His divine grace into the heart of a sinner, he arises at once and seeks spiritual fathers to confess the evil deeds he has done. He also seeks the wilderness and caves for protection from the causes of the passions and to correct his previous sins—with hardships, hunger, thirst, cold, and heat, and through other ascetical practices. And the Lord gives him even more ardor—which like a flaming furnace burns his heart with fervent eros for God—and immeasurable zeal towards fulfilling the divine commandments, and boundless hatred towards the passions and sin.

			So he begins with great eagerness to give away all his belongings, whether he has many or few. Then once he becomes entirely destitute and keeps in part the divine commandments, he is no longer able to hold back his love and yearning for the wilderness, so he runs like a thirsty deer to the wilderness. He forsakes parents, siblings, friends, and the rest of his relatives, seeking and thirsting only for Jesus, and following Him with all his strength. And just as a hunter scours the wilderness for animals, he scours the wilderness to see where he might come across the leader and guide of souls he desires, so that being led by him he may reach his goal by thoroughly learning how he can progress and ascend in the spiritual life!

			Unfortunately, though, today all the eminent guides have vanished and there are very few who walk this path. So he cries and laments because he cannot find a guide as he desires, as in the old days. But what can he do since he has a great fervor for stillness? He inquires and seeks the most experienced guide, and puts himself under obedience, and with his guide’s prayers and blessing, he begins his spiritual struggles.

			Now, many who have this fervor would receive the holy schema and withdraw by themselves to a quiet place with the prayers and blessing of their elder, and every now and then they would go and receive his advice. Others would remain together and have permission at certain hours to be still and undertake every kind of virtue: to weep, to keep vigil, to fast, to pray, to read, to do prostrations according to their strength, and in general to give heed to purity and fight against the passions. And once he finds some quiet place, as we have said, he applies himself to ascesis even more….

			He who has truly withdrawn for Christ’s sake has constant tears, weeps for his sins, and cultivates every virtue. And with fervent faith he dedicates himself to struggling until death. He puts his nous into his heart and forces himself to say the prayer while inhaling and exhaling, “Lord Jesus Christ… have mercy on me.”

			Moreover, he gathers his nous according to the instructions of the Watchful Fathers. Just as breathing provides life to the flesh, likewise the nous that is attached to the prayer raises its deadened soul. By doing this and diligently seeking mercy as a fine worker, he gradually begins to perceive noetically the enlightenment of divine consolation.

			This is the first level of a monk who is on track to seeing God. He is traversing on a blessed path as a novice, and he has an internal assurance that he is on the true path. As we said, at first there was that ray of grace from God, which on its own helps us in purification.* Yet this ray is not yet perceptible to the nous, since its divine action is invisible to all. It is only perceived occasionally during bodily trials, and it gives him spiritual thoughts and lightness of soul. It brings mourning and tears to him as well as the remembrance of and feeling for his sins. It also gives him the desire to struggle and natural, God-pleasing theorias of creation, as well as things that sweeten one’s soul very much. However, it does not give him a noetic vision of perceiving limpid light. Such a thrice-blessed vision illumines us and comes as if in a soft breeze.

			God’s aid cleanses him little by little as with a bath. It softens his heart and moves it to feel compunction, to mourn, to be obedient, and to have greater zeal and ardor. It greatly increases the gifts he already has by nature. And like a mother with her child, grace supports him and educates him. When grace—our mother—comes, he leaps for joy and rejoices with delight. Then when grace withdraws, he laments and seeks it, without understanding the wisdom of our Holy God. Since he is ignorant of these matters, he thinks that grace has withdrawn permanently, so he adds fast upon fast, standing and vigils, prayers and supplications, thinking that this will attract the grace of God. Meanwhile, divine providence allows our enemies, the demons, to afflict him in multifarious ways, in order to test him and so that he will seek help from God with more tears.

			And then, when the divine visitation comes again, he cries out like an infant: “Ah! Ah! Why did You abandon me? The demons almost strangled me! Don’t ever leave again! Ah! What can I do to keep You?”—thinking like an infant that his struggles bring this visitation. “Yes, my Savior, from now on do not leave me, but stay with me throughout this life, and when I depart, may I pass the toll-houses* with You!”

			Although he says these and many other such things, his request is not heard, but as soon as this divine consolation sweetens him with honey, it withdraws and the bitter wormwood comes. But since a vessel through frequent rubbing becomes cleaner, likewise the vessel of his soul becomes more receptive to divine illumination. Thus, little by little, grace returns more quickly and stays longer. But he who is still an infant in wisdom and knowledge begins to grow accustomed to it and grows bold, thinking that henceforth it has been given to him as a reward for his toils.

			For three or four consecutive years (sometimes more or fewer) he sees the grace of God continually training him and making him wiser, while his passions diminish and the demons are unable to fight him for long because divine grace protects him. When he is awake, he has tears to comfort him, whether he is walking or working. If he is praying noetically, he noetically perceives the radiant cloud, which occasionally visits him. And when he is sleeping, even if only a little, he sees beautiful dreams: gardens with brilliant, golden flowers and indescribable royal palaces shining brighter than the sun, and many other different things which the mind meditates on after he wakes up, and they rouse him to greater ardor and zeal. Then he marvels at the beauty of the eternal blessings and wonders when he will be made worthy to inherit them.2

			However, when this spiritual infant sees all these good things, he does not have sufficient knowledge to understand and discern the providence of God, for until this stage he is still drinking milk and has not acquired clear eyes, but emanates both light and darkness, and his works are mixed with the passions. So when he sees all those blessings, he starts to think, “Behold what God has given me because of my struggles and afflictions.”

			Then an evil demon secretly sows the poison as of old with Eve, and this infant opens his ears. But this happens also by divine permission so that he learns humility. So the crafty demon starts telling him: “See? Nowadays they say that God does not give grace anymore. But just take a look at yourself. The truth is that they just don’t want to struggle, so they hinder others and tell them: ‘You will be deluded, you will fall, you will get weak.’”

			The primeval evil one teaches him many other things. Without realizing the trap that the demon is weaving for him, he is plundered because he is inexperienced in battle and accepts a lie as the truth. But this may also occur by God’s providence, as we have said, to make him wise so that he is not an infant forever.3

			When, however, he recovers from such thoughts and realizes his own weakness, he considers himself even worse than the reptiles of the earth. And if it were possible, he would like to put all the people into his heart for them to see and be saved, even if he himself were to lose the grace of God. But since this has been tried already, he knows that it is impossible for someone to save others. Therefore, he is satisfied remaining in his stillness and praying that God will save them all.4

			All those temptations he suffered, all the storms and shipwrecks he went through, and all the fears and the enormous difficulties he had, were because he did not have a guide to support and direct him. And since there is a lack of these practiced guides, barely one in a thousand is found to pass through this dangerous path, which, as we have said previously, is the short path to God which raises one to eternal life. And, since there is a shortage of such guides, various delusions have followed.

			For it is absolutely necessary for the grace of God to leave, once a tried struggler has acquired a good taste of it in the beginning, so that he may be tested and become a practiced soldier of Christ. And without such temptations, no one has ever ascended to perfection. This stage that we mentioned where many fall into delusion is the stage where the grace of God withdraws in order to make us, as we have said, practiced soldiers of war, so that we are not infants forever. But the Lord wants us to become worthy men and brave fighters able to guard His riches. That is why He allows us to be tempted.5

			

	

Scandalizing Others

			The devil, who hates everything good, could not bear seeing Geronda’s heavenly lifestyle. Since all his attacks against him had failed, he instigated several monks of the Holy Mountain against him. They would come from various places without asking ahead of time about his schedule. They were scandalized when he wouldn’t welcome them or open his gate for them. Geronda would say: “No matter who it is, let him come back in the morning as our program dictates.” Once he even shouted out to someone who had come late: “Even if you’re an angel, I won’t welcome you at this time of day!”

			Only when he deemed it necessary would he open the gate in the afternoon or evening. But this would happen very rarely. His time was limited, and he would have to ruin his schedule in order to speak for an hour with a visitor at night.

			One of Geronda’s disciples was perplexed at his insistence in keeping his schedule and asked him:

			“Geronda, since you have so much love and show so much condescension to all who visit you, why do you insist on not welcoming them outside the regular hours, which scandalizes them?”

			Geronda replied: “Experience has shown me to do this because otherwise I would not be able to continue doing what God has led me to do.”

			In other words, Elder Joseph’s desire for hesychia did not come from his own self-will, but he realized that he had a calling from above for noetic prayer. He continued: “The common path that abounds here on the Holy Mountain is for monks to welcome visitors unconditionally, which is what is expected of them. Wherever you go, the fathers will give you hospitality. We, however, have the duty to continue the tradition of the Watchful Fathers such as St. Gregory Palamas. When he lived ascetically here on Mount Athos, he would avoid people and hide in caves and pits. He pursued every method to have seclusion in order to cultivate noetic prayer by rigidly keeping his hesychastic schedule.”

			Geronda took care to inform his visitors about his schedule so that they would not be scandalized. He said: “I am accustomed to doing everything in this manner: to say and do everything clearly, as in a mirror, so that I am not misunderstood by anyone, whether in word, deed, or thought.”6 He was also very careful not to judge those who were scandalized. This is why he would say: “Let them speak against me; those are the eyes they have, and that is how they see. It’s not their fault, since their eyes don’t see properly.”

			He never said a word against any of them who spoke ill of him. He felt sorry for them, and he never stopped praying for them day and night. He wrote:

			Only I am at fault because I scandalize them, since they see with whatever eyes God gave them. Wouldn’t it be unjust and unfair for me to say, “Why don’t they see as I can see?”7

			

	

Slander

			Because of his schedule at the Small Skete of St. Anne, word gradually spread that Elder Joseph was deluded. These rumors had begun even earlier, because even before he moved there he was following a schedule that was different from the norm on the Holy Mountain. Once he settled down at the Small Skete of St. Anne, however, the rumors 
intensified and solidified into “fact.” Even today, however, there are still some old fathers left who admit that what was really bothering some people back then was their own jealousy. What made them jealous? Monks and laymen would come (sometimes even from abroad) and ask, “Where does Elder Joseph the Hesychast live?”

			They would ignore the rest of the fathers and head straight for Elder Joseph. Even though the majority of the fathers in the skete were pious ascetics with good hearts, a small number of them would be scandalized because the visitors would ignore them and run to see a young, unlettered, uncouth hermit. Thus, they began slandering him openly that he was deluded.

			Unfortunately, rumors on the Holy Mountain spread rapidly because of some monks who were spiritually weak and jealous. Since Geronda would neither change his schedule nor try to justify himself, many virtuous fathers made the human mistake of believing and being misled by those unfounded accusations. Although Geronda was not bothered by the personal attacks on his character, he was saddened to see them attacking his way of life—namely, the sacred institution of hesychastic tradition, which is upheld by our Church. Geronda, of course, was a forceful monk, and he was not harmed by such trials. However, some who genuinely thirsted for noetic prayer were harmed, and they distanced themselves from him because of the slanders they heard.

			For example, when the famous ascetic Elder Paisios (1924–1994) was a young monk, he heard about Elder Joseph’s good reputation as a man of prayer. He asked a monk who knew him what he thought about Elder Joseph. “Don’t listen to those good things they say about him,” that monk replied. “It’s all lies. He’s deluded.”

			Elder Paisios believed him and didn’t try to meet Elder Joseph. Years later, when Elder Paisios read the letters of Elder Joseph he realized what he had missed and said: “Oh, what did I lose! What did I lose! Now I realize what a rare personage he was and what a great treasure I have lost.”8 Who knows how many thirsty souls would have found the water of salvation beside Elder Joseph, if the enemy of our salvation had not sown his weeds of slander?

			Once when Geronda was walking down a path, he approached a neighboring monk who was with a layman. The monk said to the layman, “That monk is deluded.” He said it loud enough so that Geronda could hear him, but Geronda didn’t respond. As he walked by, the layman stared at him. Geronda continued walking by and left, without even being troubled by the event. The layman admired him and said, “How discerning that deluded monk is!”

			Some of the other monks were even scandalized by Geronda’s skoufo. He didn’t have a hard one like everyone else but only a soft one. One day when he happened to meet someone, Geronda simply greeted him with the customary “Bless,” and then immediately continued saying the Jesus prayer out loud. The other person responded, “Who knows how many demons are in that skoufo you’re wearing!” But Geronda controlled himself and refrained from talking back to justify himself.

			

	

Patient Endurance

			Many people slandered Geronda based solely on the fact that he did not want distraction and idle talk, which is why they labeled him as deluded. Unfortunately, even today if some hermit refuses to open his door indiscriminately to everyone, he receives the same treatment from the weak and ignorant. Geronda knew what he was doing, though, and he put things in their proper perspective. He said to himself, “This is a temptation. I will continue my work.”

			Geronda truly struggled day and night for years to overcome this temptation through long-suffering, forgiveness, self-reproach, and prayer until he received tremendous grace from God in his prayer. But in order to reach that level of justifying his slanderers in his thoughts, he had a bloody, internal struggle. As he wrote to his sister:

			Do you know what it is like not to bother people, while they irritate you? Not to rob them, while they rob you? To bless, while they curse you? To show them mercy, while they treat you unjustly? To praise them, while they criticize you? For them to come to censure you for no reason and constantly call you deluded all your life, while knowing that it is not as they say? To see the temptation that provokes them, yet to repent and weep as if you were guilty of being such a person?

			These are the strongest temptations, because while you are being fought by them you are also fighting with yourself to convince yourself that this is how it is, as people are saying, even though it is not so. You see that you are totally right, yet convince yourself that you are wrong.

			This, my sister, is the art of arts and the science of sciences: to flog yourself until you are persuaded to call the light darkness and the darkness light, so that every right leaves, so that all arrogance is obliterated, so that you become a fool with complete understanding, so that you see everyone, without anyone seeing you at all. For he who becomes spiritual examines everyone, yet he himself is examined by no one. He sees everything. He has his eyes fixed above, and no one sees him.9

			This confession alone demonstrates the sanctity of Elder Joseph. Another time, Geronda confirmed that: “My whole life was a martyrdom. For the most part, I suffer for the others: wanting to save them while they do not listen; crying and praying while they sneer and are overcome by the tempter.”10

			

	

Persecution and Divine Intervention

			Despite Geronda’s humility and silence, things became progressively worse. In fact, some of the fathers of St. Anne’s Skete decided to punish him, ostensibly to humiliate him and free him of his delusion. So they coerced him to do various chores, such as whitewashing the skete’s main church. He did them all with obedience and without grumbling.

			One would expect that when they saw him doing those chores with so much eagerness, patience, humility, silence, and obedience, they would have realized what his inner state was and would have been at peace. The devil, however, continued to stir up the weaker fathers against Geronda. The devil instigated them to write a rule in the codex for Geronda’s hut, that it would not be given to anyone. Their ulterior motive was to make Geronda not be the owner of his hut so that he could be driven away from there.

			Naturally, what troubled Geronda was not the thought of losing his cell; it would not have been difficult to find another such place. What troubled him was seeing the fathers’ thoughtlessness and envy. He tried to defend himself, and thus for the first time he came up against the fathers. In the end, however, the ruling monastery agreed with the fathers of the skete to drive him away.

			This decision of theirs caused Geronda much pain. He wasn’t upset merely because of the personal injustice he suffered, but he grieved primarily for the damage done to the fathers’ souls. So he went into his little chapel, and fell down in tears before the icon of the Panagia. While he was praying there on the floor, he suddenly felt a consolation within himself, and the place filled with light—just as it always happens when a divine vision is about to begin. His heart overflowed with love for God, and his soul was raptured. Then he had the following vision:

			I was in a brilliant light, and in front of me there stretched a boundless plain, like a sea, with no sign of a horizon anywhere. I seemed to be going east, only I was not treading on the ground, nor did I feel any weight or restriction. But I was dressed in my shabby old clothes, as I could see. I was moving very quickly, and I was wondering how this could happen without effort, and what was going on, and where I was going. And then I began to think: “How am I going to get back, since I don’t know at all where I have come and what all this is?”

			It seemed as if I stopped and looked around me in bewilderment, although not with fear, and I seemed to hear voices in front of me, quite a distance away. I headed in that direction and walked briskly in order to find the people who were talking and ask them what all this was, and suddenly I found myself near a sort of hollow in the ground, like the underground arcades they have in big cities. As soon as I came close enough to see the way down clearly, I saw a general coming out; he appeared to be someone of great authority. He looked directly at me and spoke to me in a familiar way, as if he knew me very well: “Welcome, Father Joseph. Come on in and pay your respects, because I’ve been waiting for you.”

			I shrank back, embarrassed, because I was aware that I was dressed in my torn, unwashed old cassock. But he came up and took me by the hand, and we went down a luxurious stairway, like spiral stairs it seemed, and below we could hear singing. When we got to the bottom—it did not seem far down—I saw a vast hall, or rather the narthex of a church, because there were beautiful stalls full of radiant youths, all similar in age and in features; it was they who were singing the hymn I had heard earlier.

			When I saw all this, I stopped, unable to do anything. I just marveled at this magnificence, and the beautiful melody of the singing. As soon as we got down to the floor, my guide left me and went in towards the east, where it seemed the body of the church was. The youths invited me to come into one of their stalls, and treated me with such familiarity that I would have thought they had known me for years and were bosom friends. From inside, in the church, one could hear a different hymn, and it was clear that it was addressed to our Lady, the Mother of God. I wanted them to let me sit somewhere there on the floor and admire all this grandeur. Then the door opened and out came the general who had brought me there, and he called to me joyfully: “Come, Father Joseph, come in. We are going to pay our respects.”

			In my shyness I did not move, but he took me by the hand, and we passed through the midst of those shining youths and came to the entrance. When he opened the door and drew me into unimaginable splendors, into that immense grandeur—I don’t know whether it was a church or heaven or the throne of God—I stopped in my tracks. All my perception, all my inner vision, all my being was flooded with that glory and that light which was indeed uncreated, and beyond all whiteness and unimaginable delicacy.

			Then I saw in front of me the superb iconostasis of that majestic church; just as light has its source in the sun, so it was from there that all the glory and majesty shone forth. Then I was able to make out two large icons to the right and left of the Holy Doors, of our Lord Jesus Christ and of His all-pure Mother, seated on a throne, holding our Lord who is before all ages on her lap as an infant. Once I managed to have a better look—because that vision captivated me totally—they no longer seemed to me like icons but like the persons themselves, really living, and the all-holy Infant shone so brightly that everything fell silent, because illustrious officers had been singing all around. Then my guide motioned me to go up and venerate the icons, and he turned me towards our Lady the Mother of God, the Consolation of all Christians. I don’t know whether I moved or how much, and, while I was turned towards her and was trying to admire her glory and majesty, my guide, who appeared to enjoy great familiarity and intimacy with her, said to our Lady in a tone of entreaty and a very clear voice which I remember even now, “Mistress of the world, show your glory to your servant so that he is not swallowed up by grief!”

			Then—what can I say, worthless as I am and most unworthy of men? Her most holy visage shone like the sun, and then—according to the capacity of my mortal nature—I clearly saw the Lady and Queen of all holding in her arms the Savior of the world, our Lord Jesus, full of grace and majesty; not like an icon, but living and full-length. As soon as I had seen that godly glory of our Lady up to a certain point, I could no longer stand up and fell to the floor; I began to weep, whispering, “My Lady, my Lady, do not abandon me.”

			Then I heard her blessed and most sweet voice, surpassing every consolation, saying to my guide: “Take him now to his own place to continue his struggle, and let him place his hope in me.”

			Then I felt someone prod me on the shoulder, and when I tried to get up I found myself in my own cell where I had sat down in the beginning and had been praying, and my face was wet with tears.

			From then on, I felt such love and reverence for our Lady that her name alone would fill me with spiritual joy. Her words “let him place his hope in me” were my constant consolation from that time on.11

			After this vision, the Panagia enlightened the superiors of the skete who were against him to be patient, and they gave him a “skete permit,” which guaranteed his residence there at the skete. Nevertheless, although the persecution stopped, the slander and sorrows kept coming one after another.

			

	

The Vision of the Divine Child

			One time he felt as if his heart was about to burst because of all the pain. He went back to his little chapel and began praying with many tears to the Panagia while kissing her icon on the iconostasis. He would always turn to the Panagia, since she herself had told him to place his hope in her.

			For a moment, he became tired and sat down in a stall. Suddenly, her icon on the iconostasis flashed with light, and then her image took on regular dimensions, and it was no longer an icon but the Panagia herself. She was so beautiful and bright that he couldn’t look at her. The divine Child in her arms shone like the sun. They filled him with so much love of God that he felt as if his body were weightless, and he was beside himself with wonder. Then the Panagia kissed him in a warm and maternal way, and he was filled with inexpressible joy and fragrance, and she said to him with a voice sweeter than honey: “Didn’t I tell you to place your hope in me? Why do you despair?”

			She stretched out her arms to give him our most sweet Jesus, but Geronda remained motionless out of amazement. Then that heavenly Infant approached him and caressed his entire face, and he kissed His chubby little hand as if He were present before him. His soul filled with so much divine eros and light that he could no longer stand on his feet, and he collapsed. Then the Queen of All entered her icon once again, and she left her divine consolation with him along with an indescribable fragrance. When he came to his senses, he kissed the spot where the Panagia had stood, which was fragrant for quite some time afterwards. “I felt the soft little hand of our dear Jesus,” Elder Joseph would later say, amazed at Christ’s condescension to his baseness.

			He explained that these kinds of divine visions are an experience and perception of the other world, unknown to those who are ignorant of such things. He would say that no matter how hard someone who has seen these things tries to describe what he felt, he will never be able to make others understand what happened, but he will only give them a rough description. Besides, even St. Paul himself not only couldn’t describe what he had seen in Paradise, but he himself couldn’t even comprehend his rapture there, which is why he wrote about “unspeakable words.”12

			God consoled Geronda from time to time with divine visions such as these because in those days he was abandoned. There was no one more experienced than himself who could have been his elder. The fathers and confessors in those days did not know about noetic prayer and genuine states of grace. If he were to insist that they give him some explanation, they would call it a delusion because they lacked the appropriate experience. The matters of saints are grasped only by saints. The others would tell him: “My child, such things are dangerous. It would be better if you didn’t occupy yourself with such matters.”

			But Geronda would not give in to that kind of advice. God enlightened him to persist. He would say with his typical valor: “What do they mean by that? Isn’t the Lord Who called us the same One Who gave such grace to the Church Fathers? Why shouldn’t we find this grace, too?”

			Along with his forcefulness, he combined humility and patience, which is why God helped him, for “God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.”13
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			Father Ioannikios

			The Young Monk

			The brotherhood of Papa-Ananias was in the hut of the Holy Cross at St. Anne’s Skete. In those days there were about ten fathers there. They were talented iconographers, and they occasionally went fishing for the needs of their brotherhood. They led a conscientious monastic life with much love and almsgiving. They said to themselves: “How will Elder Joseph and Fr. Arsenios get any fish? They are ascetics. Let’s give them some fish as alms, and they will pray for us.”

			Out of their great brotherly love they sent one of their young monks, Fr. Ioannikios, to bring some fish to Geronda. He was a strong young man, about twenty-two years old. Geronda could see with the eyes of his soul that he was a very good person, and he thought to himself, “Let’s try to teach this young monk noetic prayer.”

			So he began saying various spiritual things to him: “How are you doing, my child? Do you say the prayer?”

			“No, Geronda. Who’s going to teach it to me?”

			“The Apostles say that we should ‘pray without ceasing.’1 In the Ladder it says: ‘Flog your enemies with the name of Jesus, for there is no stronger weapon in heaven or earth.’2 You should be obedient to your elder and say the prayer. When you go fishing, in the stillness of the night, you should pray: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,’ and you will catch more fish. Otherwise, the demons will be fishing for you.”

			Geronda advised this simple young man with other basics about prayer and obedience. His advice found fertile soil in the young monk’s heart, and he became inflamed with zeal. Following Geronda’s suggestion, Fr. Ioannikios asked permission from his elder to follow these recommendations, and Papa-Ananias consented. So when Fr. Ioannikios was alone in the boat in the stillness of the sea at night, he would ceaselessly cry out the prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.…”

			Soon he began saying the prayer with ease, and his heart was warmed by it. So this young monk dedicated himself wholeheartedly to this blessed work. This monk learned and received the prayer from Elder Joseph because Fr. Ioannikios was pure. He became one of the best monks of the skete, and all the old fathers still remember him. Fr. Ioannikios was so devoted to Elder Joseph that he would say, “Geronda, I haven’t seen God, but I have seen you!”

			

	

Illness

			Once Geronda saw in his sleep that he was going to a city. When he reached the city’s citadel, someone showed him a beautiful little garden with many fruit-bearing trees and plenty of water. He said to Geronda: “This wonderful garden was going to be given to you, but it was given to Father Ioannikios for free.”

			When Geronda woke up he started wondering, “What could that dream mean?” He concluded that it meant one of two things: Fr. Ioannikios was given that garden either because he received prayer from him or because he would die soon.

			The next day, Papa-Ananias came and said to him, “Geronda, Ioannikios vomited blood.” This meant that he had probably contracted tuberculosis, and that the infection had already reached the lungs. Therefore, the illness would lead him quickly to death.

			Geronda said to him, “The boy will die,” and he related his dream to him. “Just don’t say a word about my dream to him.”

			As a loving father, Papa-Ananias replied: “I will take him to Vatopedi. There is a doctor there.”

			“No matter where you take him, he’s not going to live,” Geronda responded.

			At first, the fathers believed the incorrect diagnosis made by the doctor at Vatopedi and were hopeful. But as things got worse, his illness was evident. Then his elder put him in an isolated cell so that the disease would not spread to the others. They would bring him some bread and anything else he needed.

			Fr. Ioannikios went to Elder Joseph every night to hear spiritual advice and be strengthened by it. Geronda would tell him about the next life, about paradise, about how the soul of man departs for heaven, and about the toll-houses that it encounters. He was preparing him with all these things, knowing that he would soon die, since he had tuberculosis.

			When his condition worsened and he was no longer able to climb up to Geronda’s hut on the mountain, he said to him, “Geronda, I can’t come up here anymore.”

			“Then I will come down there to keep you company every day, Ioannikios. I will come down at night. First I will do my prayer-ropes and noetic prayer, and then when I am done, I will come down and stay until dawn.”

			So Geronda would go down and comfort him. When he could see that the end was approaching, he said to him: “Ioannikios, when the angel comes to take you, tell him to bring you by my hut to bid me farewell.”

			“May it be blessed,” replied Fr. Ioannikios. “I will tell him to take me there.”

			Just to be sure, Geronda said to Fr. Ioannikios’s elder: “As soon as Fr. Ioannikios departs, ring the bell to inform us up on the mountain.”

			

	

The Panagia’s Visit

			Two hours before Fr. Ioannikios passed away, he saw the Panagia! Papa-Ananias came into his room, and Fr. Ioannikios complained to him with indignation: “What does that woman want in here? Get her out of here!”

			But afterwards he was taken aback and said: “Let her stay! Let her stay! It’s the Panagia!”

			Papa-Ananias asked him, “What made you realize that it’s the Panagia?”

			“I told her to say the ‘O Theotokos and Virgin,’ and she said that prayer in its entirety.

			“Fine, Father Ioannikios. Where is she now?”

			“Look, she’s there in the corner.”

			“What kind of clothes is she wearing?”

			“Red.”

			“Ask her, ‘when will I die?’”

			“My dear Panagia, when will I die?” Fr. Ioannikios asked.

			“What did she tell you?” asked Papa-Ananias.

			“Whenever the Lord wills.”

			Papa-Ananias left, and at the same time Fr. Haralambos walked in.

			“Now she left,” whispered Fr. Ioannikios.

			“Who left?” Fr. Haralambos asked.

			“The Panagia.”

			“The Panagia was here?”

			“Yes.”

			Two hours later, Fr. Ioannikios passed away.

			

	

Blessed Repose

			The dream that Geronda had seen revealed that this young monk, Fr. Ioannikios, wasn’t merely saved, but he inherited those ineffable, heavenly good things “which God hath prepared for them that love Him.”3 Geronda viewed Fr. Ioannikios as his own child because Fr. Ioannikios received prayer from him. He received Geronda’s grace, and in the end he even obtained the garden that Geronda would have inherited.

			On the day of Fr. Ioannikios’s repose, while Geronda was carving little crosses, he suddenly started shouting: “Arsenios! Arsenios! Ioannikios is here! Ioannikios has passed away, and he is bidding me farewell now!”

			Sure enough, shortly thereafter Papa-Ananias rang the bell. Just think: Fr. Ioannikios’s guardian angel was obedient to him! This is because in the case of holy ascetics, such as Elder Joseph, the angels are subject to them since the soul of man is loftier in its nature than the angels.
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			Father Joseph the Cypriot: the Future Elder of Vatopedi

			Geronda Accepts Him

			In the summer of 1947, a young monk from Cyprus, Fr. Joseph, made a pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain for spiritual benefit. With great zeal he was searching for someone who could guide him in noetic prayer. He visited Elder Joseph at the Small Skete of St. Anne, and from their discussion he realized Geronda’s holiness and begged him to keep him as a disciple. Geronda replied to his entreaties: “Not only is there no room for you here, but even our way of life does not allow us to have others here.”

			Geronda had been somewhat disappointed with his experiences until then because no one except for Fr. Arsenios managed to follow his lofty ascetical path. Several people had come with great zeal, but they did not have the self-denial that his lifestyle demanded. Those people created insurmountable difficulties for him, which was why Geronda discouraged people from staying.

			This monk with genuine intentions, however, would not think of losing such an opportunity. For years he had been reading writings of the holy Fathers about noetic prayer, and he implored God to reveal an unerring guide to him. Now that God had finally showed him what he was seeking so fervently, he would not let this opportunity escape. So he fervently persisted, entreating Geronda with tears. His humble persistence surprised Geronda. For the first time in his life he saw someone on his own desiring noetic prayer so ardently. Nevertheless, he still hesitated. Since Fr. Joseph was so persistent, Geronda told him: “I will pray about it, and I will do whatever God enlightens me to do.”

			That evening in his vigil, Geronda prayed hard for God to reveal to him His holy will. Likewise, Fr. Joseph, because of his great desire and the agonizing wait, shed streams of tears in his prayer seeking God’s mercy. The next day Geronda consented to accept him, and with great joy Fr. Joseph became his disciple.

			

	

Forced to Leave

			Right from the beginning, this young disciple laid a good foundation. At first, of course, he had difficulty coping with the incredible daily labors, the austere environment, the deprivations, insufficient clothing, the harsh climate, the demanding schedule, and the chastening of the Lord through Geronda. But his pure, youthful zeal and the grace of God made the impossible not just possible, but he even rejoiced at the labor of the struggle.

			That year there was great poverty due to the Greek Civil War. The typical handicrafts of monks were not selling, and there was no money. When Geronda saw that their handicrafts were not making a profit and that despite their meager needs he could not scrape together enough food for Fr. Joseph also, after one week he was forced to send Fr. Joseph out to various monasteries to work in order to earn his bread.

			This was a difficult trial for young Fr. Joseph, whose pure soul yearned to struggle beside that great teacher of watchfulness. Nevertheless, “to obey is better than sacrifice.”1 He didn’t complain or say: “I came all the way from Cyprus to learn prayer, and you’re sending me out to work in the fields? If that’s what I wanted, I would have stayed where I was.” On the contrary, he had so much faith in Geronda that he eagerly accepted this difficult task and hurried off to please his spiritual guide.

			For the sake of obedience, until almost 1953 he went around to the monasteries and worked in the gardens, in the olive groves, at the harvesting, and at various jobs. He saw Geronda quite rarely. He kept running from one job to the next, and only occasionally would he manage to visit briefly the Small Skete of St. Anne and enjoy the lofty spiritual advice from his spiritual guide and father.
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			Father Joseph the Cypriot

			

	

Geronda’s Clairvoyant Aid

			The young Fr. Joseph associated with many monks and laymen, and many of the laymen wounded him with their passions. All that, along with his irregular program, tired him spiritually. All around him he would hear harsh talk, offensive talk, and even blasphemous talk. The blasphemous talk especially stabbed his heart because he was from a very pious family, and he himself also had great faith and piety. But every time his patience began to falter, without even telling anyone, a letter would always come from Geronda. He himself said about those letters:

			There I would find written down the state I was in, and the reason for whatever was preoccupying me and where it came from. And the strange thing was that even before I opened it, a change would take place within me; all sadness vanished and I was filled with spiritual joy, and I was no longer concerned about any of the things that had been choking me with worry a short while before! At other times this happened even without a letter, just with the awareness of the Elder’s presence in a supranatural manner; and I always understood this, when it approached me in a manner that left no room for doubt.2

			

	

The Boldness of Geronda’s Prayer

			In August of 1949, when the harvest was over, young Fr. Joseph returned to the Small Skete of St. Anne for the feast day of the Dormition of the Theotokos. Finally he began once again to enjoy the lifestyle that his youthful heart longed for.

			One day after lunch he was about to go to his cell as usual. Geronda stopped him, clasped his hand, and said to him with a smile: “Tonight I will send you a little parcel. Make sure you don’t lose it!”

			Fr. Joseph didn’t understand what he meant. Besides, who would have understood an enigma like that, especially considering that Geronda wouldn’t miss opportunities to humble him. Fr. Joseph was thinking: “Who knows what kind of nighttime ordeal he is preparing for me again! Maybe he’s going to scold me or something.” So he didn’t attribute much importance to what Geronda had said, and when he awoke for his vigil, he had completely forgotten about it. In his own words, this is what happened that evening:

			I do not remember how I started off, but I know very well that I had just begun and had not pronounced the Name of our Christ many times before my heart was filled with love for God. Suddenly it increased so much that I was no longer praying, but wondering in amazement at this outpouring of love. I wanted to embrace and kiss all people and the whole of creation, and at the same time I was so humble in my thoughts that I felt I was the lowest of all creatures. But the fullness and the flame of love was for our Christ, whom I experienced as present, although I could not see Him to fall at His spotless feet and ask Him how He could set hearts on fire like this and remain hidden and unknown. Then I had a subtle assurance that this was the grace of the Holy Spirit and that this was the Kingdom of Heaven, which our Lord says is within us (Lk. 17:21), and I said, “Let me stay like this, my Lord, and I won’t need anything else.” This went on for quite a time, and gradually I came back again to my former state and waited in agony, impatient for the time to come when I could go to the Elder and ask him what this was all about and how it had happened.

			It was about August 20, and the moon was very bright when I ran down and found him outside his cell, walking in his little courtyard. As soon as he saw me he began to smile, and before I could make a reverence he said: “You see how sweet our Christ is? Do you understand in practice what it is that you keep asking me about? Now exert yourself forcibly to make this grace your possession, and don’t let negligence steal it away from you.” At once I fell at his feet and said with tears: “I’ve seen it, Geronda; unworthy as I am of all creation, I have seen the grace and love of our Christ, and now I understand the boldness of the Fathers and the power of prayers.”

			When I told him exactly what had happened and asked for details about how this had come about, he refused, out of humility, to tell me; so he said: “God had compassion and mercy upon you, showing you His grace by anticipation, so that you won’t doubt the counsels of the Fathers and lose heart.” I then understood the meaning of the common custom of asking other people to pray for us, with full faith and trust: “Pray for me, Father. Say a prayer for me, Father. Remember me in your prayers, Father.”3

			These incidents teach us that it is one thing to say, “through the prayers of my holy elder” and to face the difficulties and temptations of life with his prayers, and it is another thing for our elder himself “as one having authority”4 to send us grace, blessings, and every spiritual state whenever and as much as he wants through his own volition and foreknowledge. This is characteristic only of charismatic and God-bearing elders.

			

	

Permanent Return

			After 1953, when the poverty and political disorder had abated, Fr. Joseph was able to live with Elder Joseph permanently as his heart desired. In the beginning, he stayed in the cell they had for Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia. Thus, at least two times a week he didn’t have a place to sleep. But this problem was solved when Geronda gave him his own cell after he had built a little hut for himself about two hundred yards away. God only knows what states of grace the obedient, young Fr. Joseph experienced in that thrice-blessed cell, which had been watered with the tears and sweat of Elder Joseph.
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			The chapel of the Forerunner at Little St. Anne’s Skete

		

	
		
			9.

			My Life with Elder Joseph

		

	


			Life in the World

			My Holy Mother

			During the first years of hardship during the German Occupation, a hieromonk from the Holy Mountain came to be the parish priest in one of the two old-calendar churches in Volos. This hieromonk was the Fr. Ephraim mentioned earlier in this book,1 who was a disciple of Elder Joseph. This Athonite hieromonk was for me at that time a precious advisor and helper in my spiritual journey. When I was young I fought spiritual battles, and I wanted to go to a monastery at the age of fourteen. Fr. Ephraim was my spiritual father, and he said to me: “You can’t go now, Johnny. You’re too young. Wait till you’re older, and then we’ll see.”

			My mother lived ascetically with fasting, vigil, and prayer. She was an exceptionally virtuous person who loved monasticism. She kept me by her side because when I was an infant, God informed her that I would become a monk: One day as she was sitting beside me and praying, she had a vision of a star leaving our house and going towards the Holy Mountain. She heard a voice saying: “Of your three children, only this one will live.”

			My mother, frightened, said: “Oh, no! My other two children will die, and I’ll be left with only this one!”

			At the time, she interpreted those prophetic words literally. Later, however, she realized that it was God’s will that I go to the Holy Mountain. So my mother watched over me strictly and wouldn’t let me out of her sight, so that she could offer to God the purest offering she could. She was truly a great example. How many times did I see her close herself up in our kitchen and pray on her knees all night with streams of tears! How different the world would be if all mothers had the same care and diligence to please God!

			

	

Poverty and Hunger

			I was forced to quit high school in order to work because in those difficult years of the Occupation, hunger was our daily fare. The starvation was so intense that we could barely stand on our feet. I was working primarily in my father’s carpentry workshop. Sometimes I worked as a trader in the market of Volos selling biscuits, quinine, buttons, matches. I bought whatever I could find, and then I would resell it at a slightly higher price to help my family. This had to be done with constant fear in the presence of the German and Italian soldiers.

			In those difficult times, our only hope and consolation was God. As soon as I finished work, my mother took me with her to church for the services and to Fr. Ephraim for confession. He spoke to us about the uncertainty of life, the love of God, confession, noetic prayer, tears, Elder Joseph, and the Holy Mountain. This is how the desire to dedicate myself to God gradually began to flare up within me.

			In those days starvation and malaria decimated people in Volos. I also became ill for some unknown reason, and I continuously had a fever. I was always exhausted and had a bit of a temperature. I ended up in the hospital. With the meager means of those days, the doctors could not diagnose what I had, and I reached the brink of death. Finally I left the hospital, but all those events made me realize how illusory and vain this life is. This made firm my desire to become a monk.

			When the Occupation was over, before the German armies retreated they destroyed whatever they could. Whatever escaped their notice was destroyed in the ensuing civil war started by the communist guerillas—hunger and misery everywhere. By then I had become a nineteen-year-old young man.

			

	

Yearning for the Holy Mountain

			One month before I left the world, in August of 1947 some boys from Volos were about to go visit the Holy Mountain. They would also be passing by Elder Joseph, who was well known in Volos because our spiritual father, Fr. Ephraim, frequently told us, “Elder Joseph is a holy man, a great ascetic.” Taking advantage of the opportunity, several women sent some food to Geronda. In those difficult times after the war, this pious gesture had great value.

			I wanted to go to the Holy Mountain along with those boys, but my father would never have let me. Since I knew those boys, I also wanted to send something to Elder Joseph, but I didn’t have anything because we were poor. So I went into our house, opened my mother’s cupboards, and found some orzo [a kind of pasta]. I put it in a bag and wrote on a piece of paper:

			Father Joseph,

			I’m sending you this little package as a small token of my love and reverence. Please pray for my salvation. I kiss your hand.

			—John

			Then I tied it up and gave it to the boys, and they took it to Geronda. When he opened it, he turned to the boys and said, “This boy will come here to become monk.”

			The boys said to him: “That’s impossible! His spiritual father is keeping him there. He is going to establish a monastery, and he needs him beside him as his successor. He’s not coming here, not even in your dreams, Geronda.”

			“He will come here,” replied Geronda. Then addressing each of the boys one by one, he said: “You will go to the world and then return to the Holy Mountain. You will become a priest and stay in the world. You will never come back to the Holy Mountain.”

			When the boys returned they told me everything, but I didn’t think a lot about what Geronda said. That is, his prophecy that I would be with him did not occupy my mind. I completely forgot about it. Nevertheless, what Geronda had said with God’s enlightenment about me and the others came true. One month later, I left Volos and went to be his disciple on the Holy Mountain.
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			Elder Ephraim as a young boy

			

	

Leaving the World

			In the meantime, Fr. Ephraim of Volos would say to me: “Stay with me. I will build a monastery. I need you. I don’t have anyone else.”

			“All right, Father. I will stay and help you.”

			However, he had been saying the same thing ever since I was fourteen years old. I was now nineteen, and still nothing had materialized yet. My thoughts were telling me that he would never establish a monastery. I prayed about it, and I entreated the Panagia to show her mercy and accept me in her garden. I passed by the prison where there was a shrine to St. Eleftherios2 in which we tossed alms for the prisoners. I kept going there, begging St. Eleftherios to free me from the world. I wanted to go to the Holy Mountain, but I was too timid to say so to my spiritual father as he had already asked me to stay with him. Finally, since I was too bashful to tell Fr. Ephraim my innermost desire in person, I wrote it to him. He was a little upset, but later he calmed down and accepted it. “You may go, my child. I won’t stop you.”

			Before setting off for the Holy Mountain, I became acquainted with a monk, and he told me to come live with him. I had agreed and decided to follow him. But God intervened in time and enlightened my mother and my spiritual father to tell me: “No! You won’t go there. I’m sending you to our elder! To Elder Joseph!”

			“May it be blessed,” I replied, even though my ego resisted internally since I had given my word to go to the other monk. Nevertheless, I submitted to the opinion and enlightened judgment of my mother, which I followed with faith and obedience. Thus I was counted worthy of having as my elder and spiritual father this infallible and unerring guide, who is now my intercessor in heaven. I bless the day and hour that God guided my steps to Elder Joseph, at the advice of my spiritual father and my holy mother. Had I gone to live with that other monk, I would have been a complete failure, as I realized later. But I was obedient and they did not fail me in their choice of an elder for me. Who has ever been obedient to his spiritual father and been lost? Even if his command or exhortation is wrong, God will make it good.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 See here: Father Ephraim the Confessor in Volos

				

				
					2 “Eleftheria” in Greek means “freedom.”

				

			

		

	


			On the Holy Mountain

			In the Boat

			When the time finally came—September 26, 1947—a small boat brought me slowly one morning from the world to the Holy Mountain. When we arrived at Daphne, the port of the Holy Mountain, we disembarked. Along with a few others, I headed for the boat that would pass by the monasteries on the west coast of Athos one by one, with the Small Skete of St. Anne as its final destination.

			When I got in that boat and set off from Daphne to find Elder Joseph, a demonic onslaught of thoughts began. As I looked at the monasteries with their high walls, they looked like prisons, and the fathers seemed like exiles. I said to myself: “How can they manage to live here? How will you survive here? Where are you going? How will you go there and lock yourself up? Woe is you! Go back.” There was an immense struggle going on inside me with a terrible feeling.

			Beside me was a monk who was chanting “O Theotokos and Virgin” slowly and melodically. He was very happy, while I was roasting with thoughts and distress. I interrupted him and said: “Where is the hut of Elder Joseph?”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“That’s where I’m going.”

			“What are you going to do there?”

			“I’m going to become a monk!”

			He looked at me from head to toe. “You’re going there?”

			“Yes. That’s where I’m going.”

			“You aren’t cut out for there. There’s only fasting, vigils, and prostrations there. Your arm will fall off doing prayer-ropes with the sign of the cross so many times.1 There’s no way you’ll survive there. You’re physically unfit.”

			Indeed, I was sick at that time. Whether it was because of the great starvation in the days of the Occupation, or the endemic malaria that decimated Volos, or my constant labors to scrape together a little food, I was exhausted and a mess. I had no strength at all—only good intentions.

			“Even if my arms and my legs fall off, I’m going to Geronda! Where is he? Won’t you show me?”

			“Look, do you see that mountain and that tiny, little hut that is white? That’s it.”

			As soon as I saw it, it seemed to me as if it were full of light! I felt as if freedom inundated it and that it was not a prison. Immediately my distress disappeared. It was the will of God that I go there, and this was the way He wanted to inform me of it.

			

	

An Unexpected Encounter

			Finally, by sunset we arrived at the little harbor of St. Anne’s Skete. The harbor was completely empty—not a soul there. Geronda did not know that I was coming. In those days there were no telephones to inform him ahead of time. As I stood there thinking what to do, I saw a little old monk with a sack and a cane coming down. It was Fr. Arsenios. As soon as I saw him, I ran and did a full prostration to him and kissed his hand with reverence.

			“Bless, Father!”

			“Aren’t you Johnny from Volos?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I replied, “but how do you know me?”

			“Oh,” he said, “The Honorable Forerunner appeared to Elder Joseph last night and said to him: ‘I am bringing you a little lamb. Put it in your sheepfold.’” Then Fr. Arsenios said to me: “We’ll leave Fr. Cornelius here (who had come with him) to watch over your things, and we’ll go up to Geronda because he’s waiting for us.”

			We started up the narrow cobblestone path. What feelings! Try as one might, they surpass description. By the time we arrived, night had nearly fallen. Geronda’s hut was the farthest away in the wilderness, and that entire mountainside was inaccessible.

			

	

First Encounter with Geronda

			As soon as we reached the first huts with the cave housing the little chapel of the Honorable Forerunner, Fr. Arsenios rang a bell as a signal that we had arrived. Immediately Geronda also struck something as a signal that he received the message, and then went into his hut to do his
vigil with noetic prayer.

			We went to rest. It was Saturday evening, and in the morning Papa-Ephraim was to come from Katounakia to serve Liturgy. This is why Fr. Arsenios said to me, “We will have Liturgy in the morning.”

			“Please wake me up.”

			[image: ]

			Elder Joseph

			“Hmm! You think we would let you sleep? Eh, if you only knew where you ended up, you poor thing! From now on you will always get up.”

			I went to sleep on some planks in a place that was more like a box than a room. While I was sleeping, the devil gave me a scary dream. As I was waking up, Elder Joseph had reached my door. He had arrived for the Liturgy just as I was shouting in my sleep, “I’m afraid! We’re going to crash!” He opened the door and said, “What’s wrong, my child?”

			How was I supposed to know that he was Geronda?

			“Father,” I replied straightforwardly, “I don’t know. I thought we were in a boat, and we had entered a cave where we would crash.”

			He smiled and said to Gero-Arsenios, “The demons have grabbed this little fellow right from the start! All right, get up! Get up! We have Liturgy.”

			As soon as I got up and found out that he was Geronda, I fell at his feet. “Your blessing, Geronda.”

			“Come on, my child. Let’s go to the cave. We’ll have Liturgy now.”

			Inside the little chapel a compunctious darkness prevailed, with light coming only from the oil lamps in front of the icons. There were only two stalls and a space between them. They put me in that space, and I sat on a board spanning the two stalls. It was within that dimly lit chapel that my soul became acquainted in its own way with the luminous countenance of my holy elder.

			He was short in stature with an average physique, barefoot, and he had large, tranquil blue eyes. His formerly brown hair had become gray now that he was fifty years old. Even though he didn’t take care to comb himself, cut his nails, or attend to his body in general, his presence had a strange grace to it—something illustrious and eminent that would make you think he was a king! Since he never washed, some visitors expected him to smell, but it made an impression on them that not only did he not smell, but he even had a subtle fragrance. This was something supernatural, considering that he always worked hard and perspired profusely.

			His appearance was very sweet. As soon as you saw him, you would feel soothed. Just as he was peaceful externally, he was also that way internally. His face was joyful. When he intoned the “Lord have mercy” in church, his voice was sweet. He chanted the epistle reading marvelously. He had a very beautiful voice. Whenever we lost our place chanting something in the Liturgy, he would give us the right note. He never got lost. When he had to shout to call us from far away, I thought to myself, “Will this mighty voice ever fall silent?” But he usually spoke softly.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 A typical monastic prayer rule includes making the sign of the cross 1,200 times while simultaneously saying the Jesus prayer with each cross. Elder Joseph usually did this about 7,000 times daily, whereas Fr. Arsenios did this 18,000 times.

				

			

		

	


			My First Day

			Liturgy

			Before Liturgy began that day, he gave me a little cassock to wear. It had so many patches that no one could tell what the original fabric was. It felt as if it weighed more than ten pounds because of all the patches and filth. But I put it on and thought that it was something very glorious, most splendid, quite regal. I was happier than a king with his royal purple robes! He gave me a little skoufo that was so dirty it was as hard as linoleum, and instead of a belt they gave me a rope. He also gave me the fragrant little raso of saintly Gerondissa Theodora, who had already passed away.

			When Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia came out of the altar and saw me like that, he said: “Why are you wearing that raso? Take it off right now!” He probably thought that I had worn it on my own since I had not been in the brotherhood for even twenty-four hours.

			“Leave him alone, Papa,” Geronda said. “Calm down. Let’s take a look at him!” In those days I had just begun to have a mustache. Geronda continued: “Ah, all right. He is suitable to become a priest. See? I was waiting to get a monk so that we would have a priest, and here he is! We’ll make him some beautiful vestments when we ordain him!”

			We had barely met, and he could already tell by looking into my soul that I was eligible for the priesthood!1 He was delighted at the thought of having a priest of his own, because many times Fr. Nikiphoros would not let Papa-Ephraim go and serve Liturgy for him.

			My first Liturgy in an Athonite chapel had something mystical about it. The sweet presence of Geronda, the quiet chanting, the compunctious darkness, the gladsome light of the oil-lamps, the fragrance of the incense and candles—it all contributed to uplifting us spiritually.

			

	

Breakfast

			As soon as the Divine Liturgy ended (in the morning), we went outside. “All right,” Geronda said. “Let’s have something to eat and drink because you are going to haul on your back all those things you brought.”

			I had brought a whole boatload of things that people had given me. Since all the spiritual children of Fr. Ephraim in Volos knew that I was going to Elder Joseph, they gave me wheat, food, gifts, and various other things. And I had to haul all those things up the mountainside in a sack on my back.

			Before setting off, he gave us a breakfast of herbal tea, dried bread with maggots in it that was from the days of Noah, and some cheese that you couldn’t even cut with an axe! It had maggots and was as hard and dry as a rock!

			“Eat up, my little monk; eat up because you have things to haul.”

			I couldn’t eat anything because the rough sea had made me vomit in the boat. “I don’t want to eat because my stomach is still upset.”

			“Eat! Eat! You have work to do.”

			As I was eating, Geronda was looking at me. He saw how thin I was and said to me, “You’re all skin and bones!”

			“Don’t look at the outside, Geronda. Look at the inside, and you’ll see that I want to work for Christ.”

			After we ate he said to me, “Take your sack now, take a walking stick, and go bring those things.”

			I knew nothing about carrying loads and walking rough mountain paths. To make things worse, I was like a skeleton because of the chronic low-grade fevers I had.

			“Am I supposed to carry all those things?” I asked.

			“Yes, you!”

			“May it be blessed.”

			So I began hauling everything on my back from the shore, ascending steps hewn into the mountainside. When I finally finished, Geronda said, “Don’t think you are going to sleep tonight—we will be doing our vigil! We sleep in the afternoon for two or three hours, and then we do our vigil for eight or ten hours with our prayer-rope, prostrations, and reading. You will do 500 prostrations for now, and then we’ll see. That will be the first dose. If you happen to get drowsy, come find me in my hut over there.” Thus I began doing vigil every night.

			Since I was fought by the desire to sleep, I went to Geronda every night. When he came out of his hut after saying his prayers, he would sit down and teach me. I would listen to him reverently with special attention.

			

	

My First Lesson on the Prayer

			The following humorous event became my first acquaintance with the spiritual riches of Fr. Arsenios, who was simple but holy. After a few days had passed since my arrival from the world, Fr. Arsenios said to me: “Come here, Koutsiko,2 and I’ll teach you how to pray.” I didn’t know noetic prayer then. “Come into my cell.”

			But his cell was as small as a grave. How could we both fit inside? Since there wasn’t enough room, he said, “I will stand on the floor, and you will stand on my bed. We will put our nous into our heart, and we will keep saying, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,’ and we’ll see what happens. Understand?”

			“Yes.”

			“But be careful; say it with your nous, not your mouth. And make sure you don’t get sleepy!”

			“No, I won’t get sleepy.”

			I tried to pray with whatever little understanding I had about noetic prayer, but I didn’t accomplish anything. I was making a good effort, but my nous kept wandering here and there. After a little while had passed, he asked: “Did you experience anything? Did you feel the grace of God?”

			“No, my dear father.”

			“Get out! After all this time you didn’t experience anything? Every time I say the prayer, it’s as sweet as eating a loukoumi. My heart became so luminous and joyful, and you felt nothing? What are you, an ox? What are you doing?”

			“I have no idea what I’m doing.”

			He was so simple and holy! He thought that just anyone could attain his state instantly. But he was unequalled. His unshakeable faith and his iron obedience to Elder Joseph had filled him with spiritual gifts. How could anyone be a match for him?

			So he abruptly said to me: “Get along; go to your cell and say the prayer there!” I went to my cell, which was right next to his, and began saying the prayer out loud, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			Tak-tak. He knocked on the wall and called out to me: “Don’t say it out loud! Pray with your nous. You’re distracting me!”

			I tried to, but I couldn’t; my mind kept wandering. My inner voice* was not working, my nous was stuck, and even sleep was fighting me. It wasn’t possible to move around in that cage to fight against sleep. I was afraid that the sleepiness would make me fall over and hit myself! So in order to stay awake I began whispering, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			But Fr. Arsenios had extremely sharp hearing until the day he died at the age of ninety-seven. So he heard me and knocked on the wall again: tak-tak. I understood that he wanted me again so I went to him.

			“Why are you saying it out loud?”

			Oh, no! “I’m sorry, Father.”

			I went back to my cell and started praying with my inner voice so that I wouldn’t disturb the old man. But my nous was stuck and could not say the prayer. I started feeling drowsy again, and I was forced to start whispering the prayer very quietly. But that little old monk still heard me! He knocked again on the wall: tak-tak!

			“I told you! Say it with your nous!”

			The next day Geronda told me: “Keep whispering it, my child. Some day you will grow up! You should keep vigil for eight hours, while we keep vigil for ten or twelve hours. You are still a young colt; we won’t put a saddle on you yet. When we put a saddle on you, then you’ll also do ten or twelve hours.”

			Imagine what wealth those spiritual titans had accumulated! Twelve hours of noetic prayer every day. How could we youngsters reach those levels? Only in the lives of great ascetical fathers do we find such feats.

			In the beginning I had many difficulties in prayer. I could not say the name of Christ at all. It seemed as if my mind was stuck; there was no way I could get my inner voice to work. I couldn’t even say the first word: “Lord.” I struggled with all my strength, but I wasn’t getting anywhere. I asked Geronda, “What’s going on here?”

			He replied: “Don’t worry, Vavouli.3 Just keep trying. Keep striking, and you will break through. It is the shell. The shell of the old man needs to break, just like a seed sprouting underground needs to break through the dry crust of the earth. After it sprouts, it will grow, blossom, and bear fruit. And then you will rejoice, enjoying the fruits of the Spirit. You will gain an appetite for more.”

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 For information about what constitutes an impediment to the priesthood, see St. Nikodemus the Hagiorite, Exomologetarion: A Manual of Confession, translated by George Dokos, Uncut Mountain Press, Greece, 2006, pp. 151, 152, 233, 236, 241–243, 245, 246, 250–251.

				

				
					2 “Κούτσικο” is a very affectionate way of saying “little one,” although in some instances in this book it is used in a disparaging way to promote humility.

				

				
					3 Vavouli (βαβούλι in Greek) is literally the outside skin of the cotton bud or the cotton bud itself, which in this case is used to denote Elder Ephraim’s frailty and delicate physical nature. Just as koutsiko is used in both a loving and in a disparaging manner (depending on the circumstance), so is vavouli used in exactly the same way.

				

			

		

	


			Geronda’s Teachings to Me

			The Value of a Spiritual Guide

			Geronda frequently spoke to us individually and taught us many things. What I heard, learned, and (above all) lived beside Geronda for twelve entire years, I will present simply in a few words. One of Geronda’s primary teachings was the following:

			Here on the Holy Mountain, we see that some monks are doing well while others are not. Don’t be surprised by this. Both of them came with the same piety, the same self-denial, and the same zeal that we all had when we first came to monasticism. All of us left behind our father, our mother, our job, etc. That is no great accomplishment. What is a great accomplishment, however, is to find a real elder who will guide us and instruct us and teach us what monasticism really is. The monks who are not doing well are those who did not find a real elder.

			Thus, Geronda made us realize that the learning and progress of a disciple depends on his finding a spiritual guide. If merely living in the wilderness granted noetic prayer, everyone would have it. Unfortunately, the reality is that there are very few monks who are true workers of noetic prayer. Why is this? Because they lack an elder who can teach and guide them. Living in the wilderness helps, but it is not everything.

			Even if one finds a spiritual guide and lives deep in the wilderness, he must still labor in order to inherit grace from his elder. After all, there were several great Athonite fathers in the early twentieth century who left no heirs. There was Fr. Savvas the Confessor, Fr. Kallinikos the Hesychast, that blind monk whose cell was fragrant when he prayed, Elder Daniel the Hesychast, etc. Even though they had disciples, their disciples did not inherit their elder’s grace because they themselves did not labor properly. Geronda also said:

			You youngsters came here and found everything all set: you found an elder; you found the place clean of demons; you also found a ready schedule of prayer and asceticism. If you only knew what it was like to come and not find a guide! You would have had to search all over the place just to find someone who could tell you a few words about prayer and monasticism based on his own experience. You were fortunate to find a guide as soon as you left the world.

			Indeed, I found an elder with a lofty spiritual state, with the Light of Mt. Tabor,1 with prayer, with theoria, with revelations. This is the kind of elder I found. And I am so blameworthy because I have not approached his state in the least. But at least I can transmit to you what I have learned from him—and not from books—and can assure you that everything in the lives of the saints is true, since I have witnessed such things in my elder.

			

	

The Role of an Elder

			From the very beginning, Geronda began cutting off my will in order to heal my egotism. At first, prideful thoughts started to resist Geronda’s corrections. My egotism raised its head and objected: “Why should he tell me that? Why should he do that to me? Why should he speak abruptly to me?”

			I quickly realized, however, what the devil was trying to do to me. He was trying to ruin my relationship with Geronda, my teacher and guide, because by doing so, he would cut off my spiritual provisions—the grace of God—which is given to a disciple through his elder.

			I immediately told my prideful thoughts to Geronda, and he said: “Look, my child. You have come here to save your soul, to deny yourself, to cut off your passions, and to humble yourself. You have come to be judged, not to judge the elder or the brethren.”

			“Yes, Geronda,” I said.

			“So, do you know what advice the old Athonite fathers here gave us? Do you know what the teaching of Athonite monasticism is? It is this: ‘Have you pleased your elder? You have pleased God. You haven’t pleased your elder? Neither have you pleased God.’ This is because you don’t see God, but you do see your elder, who is God’s representative. Therefore, whatever you do to him passes on to God.”

			Geronda continued his teachings with the following enlightened words: “Take an icon, for example: it is made by hand out of wood and colors. It depicts the form of Christ, the Panagia, or some saint. Whatever we do to this icon—even though it is something material—passes on to the prototype. That is where acts of reverence or irreverence go. Likewise, an elder is an icon of God and is in His ‘image and place.’ For a disciple, an elder is even above a bishop. For other people he is nothing, but for you, a disciple, he is everything.

			“What pleases an elder is not merely a disciple obediently doing what he is told; but what pleases an elder foremost is his disciple’s spiritual progress. The more a disciple progresses, the more he pleases his elder’s soul. As a result, God blesses the disciple.”

			[image: ]

			The hut of Elder Joseph near the Small Skete of St. Anne about 50 yards away from the chapel of St. John the Baptist

			

	

Obedience

			The great ascetic Elder Joseph placed obedience above all ascetic endeavors including noetic prayer. Even though he himself was a complete hesychast and a precise worker of noetic prayer, he did not give us hesychia and noetic prayer as our primary foundation, but rather the cenobitic life and obedience. He told us: “The more reverence and faith you have in your elder, the more grace you will earn.” Geronda explained the real meaning of discipleship as follows:

			The holy Fathers who teach us to abide in obedience—the highest of the virtues, thus imitating Jesus—do so for a purpose: namely, to purify us through it from the various passions of high-mindedness and complacency with one’s own will, so that we may receive divine grace.… The main purpose for which a disciple attaches himself to an elder and is perfectly obedient is this: The elder, who is flaming with the love of Christ, transmits the talent of the riches of his virtue. The disciple, in turn, enjoys abundant grace from his spiritual father, because he cuts off his own will and has perfect self-denial and obedience.2

			He once emphasized to me the following important teaching, which I have held on to like a dogma, and this is what I also pass on to my brotherhoods: “Know that neither noetic prayer nor Holy Communion nor keeping vigil nor any other ascetical feat saves a monk as much as obedience does. If you are obedient, you are on your way to Paradise. There is no other way. If you are obedient and do nothing more than that, you are on your way to Paradise because you are imitating Christ, Who was obedient to His Father. Anything done by your own will without obedience is taken by the devil.”

			He also told us the following fearsome words: “If a monk does not get a good grip on obedience and the prayer from the beginning, weep for him. He was born blind and will die blind. The money he spent on the ticket to come to the Holy Mountain was wasted. Whoever mingles his own will with the will of his elder is an adulterer. In a word, a disobedient monk is a son of the devil!”

			He explained to us that only if a person crushes his own ego will he be able to lay the foundation for his spiritual edifice. For it is his ego and self-will that do not allow divine grace to work within him. The only way for a person to uproot this fearsome passion is by being obedient to his elder with precision and by cutting off his own will. Through obedience, a disciple gradually removes his will from the center of his self and places his elder’s will there. In other words, he empties his heart of self-gratification and of every other passion, and he learns to love pleasing God through pleasing his elder.

			Likewise, he taught that he who is not obedient demands obedience from others. He also said: “When we are not obedient to an elder, we will be obedient to many elders.”

			I asked him, “What do you mean by that?”

			“This is what I mean, my child. When we are not obedient to our elder, we will end up being obedient to many ‘elders,’ that is, to many wills, to many passions, to many demons, and in the end we will be enslaved to them in hell. When, however, we are obedient to an elder, we are being obedient to God. For without a sacrificial obedience out of love for Christ, man cannot show his self-denial and love for Him. When we start doing our own will, then every act of obedience to some passion is toward an ‘elder’ or rather a tyrant, who will direct us from then on. This is why today’s disciples who do not revere their elders have no progress.

			“One time, my dear child, I was in the boat from Daphne to St. Anne’s Skete, and Abbot so-and-so was there, whom I knew, of course. He had a disciple of his with him, but that disciple kept correcting his elder, and objecting to his commands. Since the elder was experienced, he kept silent. Although he was grieved by his disciple’s inappropriate behavior, he didn’t want to correct and humiliate him in front of all the other fathers in the boat, so he just kept silent. I saw him and felt sorry for him and said to myself: ‘Oh, that poor elder! See what he’s suffering from his disciple!’

			“Another time I was going from St. Anne’s Skete to Daphne, and I had my disciple so-and-so with me. The whole trip, he didn’t stop speaking idly. He spoke with everyone he met. When he arrived in Daphne, I told him: ‘My dear child, your tongue didn’t stop at all.’ ‘Evlogison,’ he replied.

			“‘What can I do with your “evlogison” now? Your tongue just said so many things in front of your elder. Congratulations for your “obedience”!’

			“That is what happens to disobedient disciples. But when a good disciple dies, he takes the express lane to the throne of God. He doesn’t even stop at the toll-houses, since they find nothing blameworthy to seize him for!”

			

	

Self-denial

			Even though he himself was a hesychast, he would say: “I hold a good disciple in higher regard than hermits and hesychasts.”

			“Why, Geronda?”

			“Because a hesychast does his own will and lives as he pleases. Who will stop him? What difficulties does he have? None. But a good disciple has not come to do his own will but the will of his elder. Cutting off one’s will is where all the difficulty lies because doing so limits and suppresses one’s freedom at first, which is the kingdom of man. Cut off his will, and he becomes like a prisoner, like a bound animal. As the holy Fathers saw in visions, the good disciples were doubly crowned in Paradise as glorious athletes. This is why their advice was, ‘Run to wherever there is obedience. That is where true freedom lies, and the path to Paradise is open. That is where love, concord, peace, mercy, and divine grace reign.’”

			When a person lacks self-denial and has not renounced his own will, he suffers. He constantly encounters obstacles, since he thinks that everyone else is to blame, and everything disturbs him. But when a monk denies his own will and does the will of God through his elder, he lives happily. He becomes like a little child, like a spiritual infant, and he has no worries or cares, nor does he worry about his salvation. He feels so light that he feels great peace within himself. He sleeps and wakes up calmly like a little child. Of course, a child has freedom from worries due to his immature mind, whereas a monk is an infant in regards to evil, but he also has knowledge and genuine maturity.

			We knew this from experience. In the years that we lived beside Geronda, we were completely happy; there was a festival in our soul. There were, of course, the bodily labors, the heavy burdens, the long vigils, etc., but within us were joy, peace, and rest. Not even death itself or the judgment of God concerned us.

			I myself felt such peace of conscience that I begged God to let me leave this life while I was still a disciple under obedience because I felt that my salvation was guaranteed. One day when I was in this state, I asked: “Geronda, why don’t I feel any fear when I meditate on my sins, on the departure of my soul, and on passing the toll-houses? I try to put myself on the left3 of the Judge, but I can’t. Instead, I naturally and effortlessly see myself going to the right. Is this a delusion?”

			“Don’t you understand, Koutsiko?”

			“No, Geronda.”

			“Since you, as a disciple, have left the entire burden of your sins on my shoulders, you have been relieved. For what deed will you be accountable, when you have entrusted everything to me by confessing everything, and I have assumed their responsibility, leaving you free? How could you not see yourself on the right? What will hinder you? If you did your own will, the burden would be on you, and you would not feel like this.”

			Geronda was right because we didn’t do anything without asking him. We lived like foreigners on this planet and were waiting for the time God would call us to leave. We had annihilated death.

			Even though I had many problems with bodily ailments and even had symptoms of tuberculosis, I was not at all concerned about my health. The only thing that concerned me was how to please Geronda and leave this life. When a disciple pleases his elder, he pleases God! Because of my complete obedience, I had no thoughts that disturbed me. “Geronda,” I asked, “why don’t any thoughts disturb me?”

			“Because you have given your burden to me,” he replied.

			This is, of course, something that we encounter in the writings of the holy Fathers. Abba Dorotheos describes this with great eloquence. He relates that when he was a beginner, he was blindly obedient, and he felt a continuous peace of mind. He was concerned, however, because he had read in the Bible that the gate of Paradise is narrow4 and that through many trials and afflictions one enters the Kingdom of God,5 whereas he felt continuous rest. So he asked the great Elder John the Prophet, and Elder John explained to him that what he felt was the fruits of obedience.6

			

	

Blind Obedience

			We had even annihilated our own logic in order to please our spiritual father. We were obedient even to the simple but holy Gero-Arsenios. Soon after my arrival, we were planting onions with Gero-Arsenios. I had never planted them before, but I knew how they should be planted. So I started planting them as is proper: with the roots pointing down and the sprout pointing up. Then Gero-Arsenios said to me to test me: “Hey, Koutsiko! Is that how they plant onions?”

			“How should I plant them, Geronda?”

			“Put the sprouts down and the roots up!”

			“May it be blessed.”

			Even though according to logic I was right, I was blindly obedient and planted them upside-down. But even so, not only did all of them sprout, but they even turned out wonderfully. It was because of exact obedience that they turned out all right.

			Another day, Geronda sent me along with another brother to pick grapes. We were picking grapes all day, but of course we didn’t put a single grape in our mouth, since Geronda hadn’t given us a blessing. The monk who owned the grapevine said to us: “Eat some, fathers! You have my permission.” But we refused. He marveled at us and said: “What good disciples Elder Joseph has!”

			He even said to Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia later with amazement: “They were picking grapes all day and didn’t eat a single one! I kept telling them to have some, but they replied: ‘Forgive us, Geronda. It’s not time for us to eat.’” Indeed, we never disobeyed any of Geronda’s orders.

			

	

Genuine Obedience

			“Genuine obedience,” Geronda taught us, “is not executing an order merely externally and as a formality. Genuine obedience means training yourself to think and believe exactly as your elder thinks and believes. Besides, what is the purpose of obedience? Is it not to be taught about the spiritual life? If a disciple does not believe his teacher, then what benefit is there?”

			In keeping with this teaching, I tried humbly and simply to follow him in his thinking and beliefs as much as I could. I believed that his words were as precious as gold and diamonds. I kept his counsels very purely. I said to myself: “In my life I must not put anyone else in my heart as a spiritual guide.”

			We sincerely tried to make Geronda’s way of thinking our own way of thinking. By the grace of God, I never thought differently from what my elder believed. I didn’t want to be a disciple only in the externals—that is, to obey him only in terms of things he told me to do; I wanted genuine, spiritual obedience. Thus, whenever Geronda made a decision, I was always in absolute agreement with him. I can say with a clear conscience that by the grace of God—and only by the grace of God—in all twelve years by my elder’s side I never once talked back to him or even thought of talking back.

			Furthermore, he taught that proper speech for a monk is to say only “Evlogison” and “May it be blessed.” In other words, when he makes a mistake and is corrected, he should not make thousands of excuses but simply say, “Evlogison,” that is, “Forgive me.” And when someone tells him to do something that cuts off his will, he should humbly give in and say, “May it be blessed.”

			Geronda also taught us: “In monasticism, a good beginning has an excellent ending, whereas a bad beginning has a horrible ending.”

			“What is a good beginning, Geronda?”

			“When you are obedient, when you don’t do your own will, when you do your prayer rule, when you hide nothing from your elder, and when you do not grieve him. This is what a good beginning entails. Primarily, however, a good beginning means thinking the same way your elder does. Is the elder mistaken? Then so are you. But you will not be making a mistake because obedience does not let a disciple make a mistake, even if his elder makes one. Pure obedience does not let a good disciple be lost. So close your eyes, be obedient, and don’t worry.”

			“May it be blessed!”

			I caught on immediately. I didn’t need to hear this teaching a second time. I said to myself: “I will please Geronda, and nothing else matters. If I manage to please Geronda, I have nothing to fear.” This small teaching—but great in terms of its spiritual power—is what I put in my soul, and I made it my credo. I made it a part of me, and said with determination: “This is where I will lay all my emphasis.” Indeed, until the day he died, I tried hard to please him in two ways. On the one hand, I tried never to upset him, and on the other hand I tried to please him with my way of life. I thought to myself: “If I do not succeed in doing this, my purpose for leaving the world will have been in vain.”

			In my life I have seen that when a disciple tries to obey his elder’s requests, the blessing of God abides with him because it is completely impossible for a disciple who with humility pleases his spiritual father to fail in his spiritual life. It is even more impossible for him not to obtain the Kingdom of God. We see in the life of St. Symeon the New Theologian that through his perfect obedience to his elder, with his absolute faith in him, and by the vital power of humility, he was given the grace of the Holy Spirit richly and abundantly.

			It was not necessary for Geronda to be watching us for us to be obedient. We had so much zeal for obedience that we viewed as law even simple things he said, like, “It isn’t good to do such-and-such.” He didn’t have to say, “I order you not to do such-and-such.” He never had to repeat himself to make us do what he wanted. It was our faith in him—which was a gift from God—that gave us this zeal. It wasn’t as if we had seen him work miracles before our very eyes and that this is what made us have faith in him. No. We believed whatever he said simply because he himself was practicing what he preached.

			

	

Scoldings

			When I was a beginner, I had an enormous ego. I thought I was something special because growing up I had lived a careful life and had an ascetical mother. Other people, who didn’t know how to evaluate one’s true spiritual state, praised me very much and considered me to be a holy boy. All those praises had puffed me up to the third heaven. Without my realizing it, those praises had done me harm; I had caught the “germ” of pride and vainglory, and I was poisoned by it.

			Geronda, on the other hand, with his spiritual “binoculars” clearly saw how things really were. He saw what a wild beast was within me, and he set to work on killing it! So he took the machete of discipline and began to open the path of humility. Nearly the entire time of my submission to him was nothing but sheer discipline and learning. I fell into the hands of a professor, a master trainer. He accurately assessed my spiritual condition, and from the very first day he began therapy for my soul—and was he rough on me!

			He constantly censured, scolded, and humbled me. He knew that only reproaches and insults would benefit me spiritually, because by being patient with such treatment, a person’s ego and vainglory are quelled, and he wins crowns. He hammered away in every way possible in order to remove the rust I had within me. Yet by the grace of God, I never opened my mouth to object, “But, why? What did I do?”

			In general, Geronda was very strict. In all the years I was beside him, only twice did I hear him say my name—and even then, it was when he was talking with someone else about me. He usually showered me with all the appropriate adjectives. The truth is that it really hurt when he scolded me like that, but now my soul is deeply grateful for the surgical incisions of his sharp tongue.

			Scoldings day and night—not every other day but every day. My, my! What Geronda did to me was something else! Not even for a moment did the scolding subside to let me catch my breath. I would go to my cell in pain and embrace the crucifix and say to Him in tears: “You, Who are God, suffered injustice, insults, and humiliation from a crowd of sinful people. Can’t I, who am sinful and passionate, accept a scolding? Geronda does so out of love, since his purpose is to save me.” By facing the situation like this, I felt my soul grow in strength tremendously and endure that crucifixion.

			

	

The Test

			Geronda was on the lookout for opportunities to chop down my ego. Not long after I had arrived there, he asked me: “Tell me something, you koutsiko who can barely stand on your feet, if some day one of the brothers loses his patience and yells at you or even slaps you, what would you do?”

			“I will say, ‘Evlogison.’”

			“But will you really say, ‘Evlogison’?”

			“What else could I say?”

			“Fine. We’ll see.”

			After a few days had passed, Geronda was thinking, “He must have forgotten about my question by now.” It was Friday, and the following morning Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia was coming to serve Liturgy. So Geronda told me: “Listen, you are going to chant tomorrow. Make sure you practice first!”

			“May it be blessed,” I answered, even though I had no clue about chanting when I was in the world. But since I had heard others chant in my parish, I had learned a few things by ear. However, I had no theoretical knowledge or experience with chanting.

			The next morning, Papa-Ephraim came and began the Liturgy. The chapel inside the cave was very tiny. Geronda was on one side, Gero-Arsenios was on the other side, I was in the middle, and in the back were Fr. Athanasios and Fr. Joseph. Since it was Saturday, after the Small Entrance we had to chant “With the Saints grant rest.”

			So Geronda told me, “Chant ‘With the Saints grant rest.’” Since this kontakion is also chanted in memorial services in the world, I had heard it before and I knew how it went. What I didn’t know, however, is there are two versions of it: the long, elaborate melody for memorial services, and the brief, simple melody for the Liturgy. So I began chanting nice and slowly, “With the Saints….”

			All of sudden, before I was able to continue any further, he slapped me so hard right there in the chapel that I saw stars! He said to me sharply: “What are you doing? What kind of chanting is that? Idiot! Is that how people chant?”

			Papa-Ephraim, who was inside the altar, was so surprised he froze.

			“Forgive me, Geronda.”

			“What do you think we’re doing? A memorial service?”

			“Forgive me, Geronda.”

			“You are deluded! As soon as the Liturgy is over, you are going to kneel by the door and bow to everyone as they leave, asking their forgiveness since you are delusional.”

			After Liturgy was over, I knelt by the door and said, “Forgive me, fathers, I am deluded.”

			“Yes, you are deluded.”

			“I am deluded. Forgive me.”

			

	

Tough Love

			That is how strict Geronda was with me. Nevertheless, in reality he was a very blessed person whose heart was overflowing with love. He didn’t discipline me out of anger or passion, but he did so to heal me from the great pride I had brought with me from the world. Not a single day passed without Geronda reprimanding me.

			Much later, though, I found out from the others that even though he would constantly scold me in my presence, as soon as I left he would secretly bless me. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia remembers that one day when I was still a novice, he came and Geronda shouted at me, “Hey Vavouli, make us some coffee!” “May it be blessed,” I answered immediately. As I was leaving to go make the coffee, instead of saying “thanks,” Geronda showered me with insults as usual and sent me away. But as soon as I was out of sight, Geronda quietly said to Papa-Ephraim, “God is so pleased—and so is an elder—when a disciple says, ‘May it be blessed’ and is obedient.” Then he made the sign of the cross in my direction and said, “May you always be blessed, my child!” He frequently blessed me with many prayers behind my back! But at the time, I didn’t realize this, of course. They only told me much later, after Geronda’s repose.

			Even though Geronda was unbelievably strict towards me throughout the day, at night during confession he was full of love. He gently explained to me why I had made such-and-such a mistake, what had caused it, and he analyzed for me in detail what happens from the first stage of a thought’s assault* until the stage of acting on that thought. He explained everything with so much clarity that it seemed as if he knew me better than I knew myself.

			The truth is that he did everything with discernment and wisdom in order to train us in Christ. He used rebukes to prune my ego and used gentleness with understanding to correct the fault. A good doctor who loves his patient will not use only cotton to heal his wounds, but alcohol as well. And he won’t use only a scalpel, but he will also give painkillers. In this way, Geronda also used everything with incredible discernment in order to lead us to find grace.

			

	

He Caught Me Eating Kollyva

			I was the one who prepared the kollyva for the memorial service we did after Liturgies on Saturdays and feast days. To make sure it was sweet enough, I tasted it before bringing it to church. I was such an idiot that I didn’t know the rule about receiving Communion only on an empty stomach.7

			To reveal my mistake and correct me, one day Geronda said after Liturgy, “Let’s see how that vavouli made kollyva today.”

			“Oh, it’s really good,” I told him without realizing why he was asking.

			“How do you know it’s good?” he asked me. He was extremely sharp.

			“I tried it.”

			“What! So you tried it and then received communion?” Bam! He slapped me hard! “You idiot! It’s a good thing I caught you. Didn’t you know that you have to receive Communion on an empty stomach?”

			“How should I know? I don’t know anything.”

			“Yes, how should an idiot like you know anything?”

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Vid. Mt. 17:1–9.

				

				
					2 Monastic Wisdom, pp. 366–367.

				

				
					3 Vid. Mt. 20:21.

				

				
					4 cf. Mt. 7:13.

				

				
					5 cf. Acts 14:22.

				

				
					6 Vid. Scouteris, Constantine, Abba Dorotheos, Practical Teaching on the Christian Life, Athens, 2000, p. 85.

				

				
					7 Vid. Canon XXIX of the Sixth Ecumenical Synod.

				

			

		

	


			Carnal Warfare

			Advice on Carnal Warfare

			When I first went to Elder Joseph, I had carnal thoughts and warfare. By the grace of God, when I was in the world I did not have any carnal experiences. I had been on the path of piety ever since I was young with an ascetical mother and an Athonite spiritual father. As a child I kept the fasts and said my prayers. I was completely chaste. But even so, the devil fought against me right from the beginning of my time with Elder Joseph. So I confessed the warfare to him, and asked him what I should do. He replied:

			“What should you do? Strike the fantasy. And when the devil’s attacks intensify, take a cane and hit yourself. Sacrifice your body so that your soul can live. Carnal thoughts and warfare are confronted with the cane, which you should keep under your pillow. If you don’t face this beast in this manner tooth and nail, the flesh does not submit to the spirit. In this way does a person gradually acquire the flower and the fragrance of chastity and purity—things that have great boldness before God.”

			“Oh,” I replied. “So that’s how this warfare is.”

			I began fighting back. Whenever I encountered great difficulty with carnal thoughts, I gave myself a good beating. I had a cane under my pillow as Geronda had told me so that I would be ready when thoughts came in my sleep or when I was lying down. After resisting the thoughts for a while like this, a fragrance started coming out of my blankets. It was a spiritual fragrance—not like the perfumes of this world but something otherworldly. What was it from? It was a result of the purity that came about by resisting the thoughts. God didn’t pay attention to the thoughts but saw the struggle and rewarded it by sending a heavenly fragrance that filled my soul. This became a lesson for me that confirmed what Geronda taught. Then I said to myself, “How beautiful this warfare is!”

			This is how we learned from Elder Joseph that temptations require forcefulness and resistance in order for the passion to abate. For he who battles us is a demon, a being that has only a specific amount of strength with which God has allowed him to fight us. As soon as this limit is reached, he will most certainly yield. And then what happens? The struggler is crowned, and victory is his!

			Thoughts had to come; we had to do battle just as every struggling soul does. We had warfare, sometimes with this passion and sometimes with another. It was good for us. When the warfare ceased, and we had peace for a few days, we could see that we then lacked the spiritual elevation we had had when the battles and resistance lifted us up.

			When I was suffering great temptations, Geronda said to me: “You are undergoing the warfare that only older, spiritually mature people have. For you to have such temptations means either that this experience and toil will be useful for you in the future or that a significant amount of God’s grace will visit you.” But since I was surrounded by the mist of the thoughts of those temptations, I thought I was losing the battle, and I couldn’t grasp then that those wise words of his were prophetic. His words were few but they were solid gold.

			

	

Chastity

			Purity is not acquired by playing around, Geronda taught us. Chastity does not come to man without a bloody struggle with the thoughts. Even if a monk has not had any carnal fall in the world, the demon of fornication will still wage a real war against him, and even more so, naturally, if he has had a sinful past.

			The demons start the warfare in the imagination*; they cultivate it with thoughts; they defile the nous; they take it down into the heart; and they make both the soul and the body filthy. What decides a person’s entire progress or failure is whether he gives in to or resists the attacks of the imagination. If he makes the mistake of beginning a dialogue with the sinful assault and accepting the devil’s garbage by his own consent,* what will follow are falls of the soul, mind, heart, and body. As a result, the passion will take him captive.

			Our holy elder emphasized to us that when a monk falls into a carnal sin, it takes a great struggle afterwards to escape from it. If he does not win that bloody fight, God will give him other labors for the rest of his life. This is why young people must make an effort to struggle, resist, and repulse this demon. In this way will the victory of chastity arise, which will play an important role in both the present and future life—for no one unclean will dwell in God’s resplendent paradise.

			He also explained to us that chastity is assisted by working at noetic prayer, toiling to keep vigil, punctually keeping one’s prayer rule, being watchful over one’s imagination and rational mind, and always using caution. Genuine and sincere obedience, frank confession, tears, repentance, maintaining the correct attitude of a disciple towards his elder, and abstinence in general are all aids, medicines, and means that help monks—but also every Christian—to acquire chastity as well as power in prayer.

			

	

Facing Carnal Warfare

			One day a monk passed by and mentioned to Elder Joseph that he had intense carnal warfare. Geronda told him to stop drinking wine, to fast, to “tighten his belt,” to drive away filthy fantasies, and to use a cane, and then he could be sure that the warfare would subside. A little while later that same monk returned and said that he had followed his instructions, but the warfare still continued. Then Geronda took a cane and said to him: “Take this cane and hit yourself so that I can see how hard you hit.”

			So he took the cane and hit himself so lightly that he was in essence just tapping himself. Then Geronda took the cane, lifted up his own cassock, and started hitting his leg so hard that the cane broke after the third hit! The monk said in awe: “Geronda, is that how we’re supposed to hit ourselves?”

			“My child, this is how the demons are cast out—not with tapping!”

			Moreover, Geronda told me the following significant teaching: “My child, carnal warfare is not set aflame so much by excessive eating, drinking, wine, and sleep, as it is by judging others.”

			“Why, Geronda?”

			“So that we learn that we all have the same nature, the same devil fights us, and that we are all liable of being judged. Would you like to hear something even more amazing?

			“What, Geronda?”

			“A person who does not judge his neighbor gives evidence that he is saved. Whoever does not judge will not be judged, as the Word of God verifies: ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged.’”1

			That is why he told us: “Has a judgmental thought about someone come to you? Don’t just sit there, debating with yourself whether that person is to blame or not. Justify everyone and take all the blame yourself. As soon as you start having negative thoughts about someone else, there is a danger that you will judge him. Just interrupt the thoughts and say to yourself: ‘What he is saying and doing is right. My ego is making me think evil about my brother, and so there’s no point trying to analyze it.’ If you don’t face the assaults of judgmental thoughts in this manner, whether you express them outwardly or cultivate them within you, you will have carnal warfare. And if you still don’t come to your senses then, then grace will abandon you, and you will fall. And if you do not repent after your fall and continue to judge others, your falls will have very serious consequences.”

			For this reason, he taught us that no matter which passion fights a monk, he must confront it right from the beginning until it is annihilated. Even the slightest concession can lead to perdition. Indeed, there are some heroic souls with so much love and desire for God that when they perceive that unclean pleasure is attempting to subjugate their freedom and darken their nous, they try to drive away the pleasure through pain in order to keep themselves pure and clean in God’s eyes. This is a hard saying, but a soul that has tasted the ineffable love of God cannot allow itself any slip into sin. That is what my elder was like. As a layman, he was young, brave, and determined to fight to the end. There was no room for mediocrity. He forced himself, he exerted himself, and he displayed utter patience. With such good intentions, how could the grace of God not help him and elevate him to the lofty state that he reached?

			

	

Remembrance of Death

			To instill the remembrance of death deeply within us, Geronda gave us many examples of the deaths of holy ascetics as well as the deaths of negligent monks. As a result, we were predisposed to dedicating ourselves to prayer with compunction, concentration, self-reproach, and self-criticism with mourning, so that we would receive a little grace from God.

			There was not a single day that I didn’t wake up from sleep with this contemplation, this remembrance, this concern for the struggle my soul will have when it departs to meet God. “What will my defense be? What will Christ’s judgment be? What will He decide?” All this was a continuous spiritual work that seized me and kept me vigilant over my wretched and blameworthy soul. Geronda implanted this remembrance so deeply in us that even today over sixty years later my mind still dwells on it day and night.

			

	

Concerning Confession

			We were taught by Geronda to be frank before him and God in terms of confession. That is how our lives passed beside him. As for me, I tried to be completely transparent with him and not hide from him even the most insignificant thought of mine. If I were to keep something hidden from him, I would have considered it spiritual adultery.

			I had to be completely open with him regarding my thoughts: how my vigil was going, how I was doing with thoughts, how I was dealing with the other fathers, how my work was going—I wanted Geronda to know it all. I said to myself, “If I don’t make a good beginning right from the first day of my submission, I will not have a good ending, according to Geronda’s teachings.”

			I managed to accomplish this, through Geronda’s prayers. As a result, I felt much joy—great alleviation in my soul. I could see with my physical eyes so clearly and far, but I couldn’t figure out why this was happening to me, since I didn’t have experience. I told Geronda, “Geronda, I can see so clearly! What’s going on?”

			“It is one of the fruits of obedience and of frank confession of your thoughts.”

			I had no doubts about my salvation because I thought to myself, “If I were to die now, what do I have to worry about when I face the Judge? My sins are confessed; I have laid my soul bare before Geronda; and everything I did was with obedience.” When I lay down to sleep, I felt such peace of soul that I said to myself, “What’s happening to me?” Despite all this, I never had vainglorious thoughts come to me because I was absolutely certain that it was all due to the prayers of my elder.

			When, however, a disciple is not clear and sincere and does not completely bare his soul to his elder through frank confession of all his thoughts, he will never be able to make a good beginning. Therefore, he has little hope of having an excellent ending.

			When a person allows everything to pile up within him—whether it has been thrown at him by the devil, caused by the “old man,”2 or born of the passions—and does not clean it all out through confession, he will never be able to obtain the precious health and salvation of his soul. Confessing everything frankly with humility removes everything unhealthy from within. After one’s soul is washed with the tears of repentance, the grace of God comes, his thoughts are illumined, and he acquires health of soul.

			Our sanctified elder said to us: “Have you seen a monk fall and abandon monasticism? Know that it was because he concealed his thoughts. He didn’t confess his thoughts, and they ate him alive like snakes. A baby snake is small, but if you don’t chase it away, it grows and becomes poisonous, and then it kills you with one bite. Have you seen a deluded person? Know that it was because of his thoughts. In fact, some people become so deluded that they welcome demons as if they were angels and are killed by following the advice of those deadly spirits. What was the root of their delusion? The demonic thought, ‘Don’t tell Geronda about it.’ That is, don’t confess it, don’t humble yourself by revealing your thoughts, because doing so will reveal the demons’ traps.” This is what he had witnessed in the case of Fr. John, his first disciple.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Mt. 7:1.

				

				
					2 The term “old man” is used by St. Paul in Romans 6:6 (“our old man is crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin”) and in Colossians 3:9 (“Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds.”) St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite explains in his Commentary on the Epistles that: “Paul has called our depraved and evil volition the ‘old man’ so that by using the word ‘old,’ he would indicate our volition’s filth and ugliness and weakness.”

				

			

		

	


			Geronda’s Gifts of Clairvoyance and Foresight

			Spiritual X-Rays

			With a mere glance Elder Joseph could read our thoughts. Geronda could do this because on the one hand, he had vast experience in the ascetical life and on the other hand, he had the grace of clairvoyance. When we visited him at night for confession, many times he would take the initiative and explain in detail our problem and its solution before we had even told him what was bothering us! He knew our internal state and explained what had caused it and how we must deal with it, whether our state was a result of thoughts, passions, or the action of grace. He didn’t need to ask questions in order to respond and solve our problems.

			We were amazed that he knew our inner world so well, even when we ourselves found difficulty describing it. However, he usually did not plainly reveal that he could read our minds. We never hid anything from him, of course, but even if we had wanted to, we would not have been able to, since he would have mentioned it on his own accord.

			One day as Geronda was giving me spiritual advice after my vigil, I said to him with amazement, “What’s going on?”

			“What is it, my child?”

			“Just now in my vigil I was praying to God about what you are telling me now.”

			“Yes,” Geronda replied. “It is the same God Who heard your prayers Who enlightened me as well.”

			

	

Spiritual Stenches

			With our own eyes we witnessed many instances of his gift of clairvoyance. Once, when Geronda was still at St. Basil’s Skete, he met a layman near the skete’s main church. Geronda approached him and said, “You are making some serious mistake.”

			“What mistake?” the layman asked.

			“I don’t know,” Geronda replied, “but you are definitely making some serious mistake.”

			“Can’t we figure out what it is?”

			“Right now in the daytime we can’t figure it out. But if you like, come down to my place at night.”

			“All right, Geronda; I’ll come after midnight.”

			After midnight, the layman went and met with Geronda. They began discussing things, and it turned out that this layman, even though he had a degree in theology, had written an entire book supporting Darwin’s theory of evolution!

			Geronda said to him: “When you present a theory or an opinion, why don’t you draw from the writings of the holy Fathers and Orthodox theologians rather than heretics who aren’t even Christian! A theory or viewpoint becomes fortified when it is confirmed by the Bible or by the holy Fathers of the Church.1 You will not be welcome here in my hut until you renounce that theory.”

			The theologian acknowledged that he had an incorrect viewpoint with this theory, and he asked Geronda to tell him how he had recognized it. Geronda answered, “When I approached you yesterday, a stench was coming out of you, and this made me realize that you have made some grave error.” When it came to matters of the faith, Geronda tolerated no deviations.

			Similarly, one day Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia was walking behind a layman. Papa-Ephraim smelled a horrible stench coming out of him. Afterwards, he went to Geronda and asked him about it. Geronda said, “That’s how it is, my child. People who sin reek. Their stench depends on the degree and kind of sin.”

			Once, Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia received a letter from his niece asking for his prayers. He gave it to Geronda, and as soon as Geronda took it, he perceived a stench coming from the letter. “Your niece must have done witchcraft or fallen into fornication,” Geronda said.

			“Yes, she is involved in witchcraft,” Papa-Ephraim replied.

			Another time, Geronda saw someone for the first time and said to us, “He is not Orthodox.” Indeed, after one of us had approached him and spoke with him, we found out that he held heretical views without realizing it himself.

			Once, a parish priest had come to visit us. He sat down with Geronda and began a spiritual discussion. At one point the priest said to Geronda, “I can’t understand what noetic prayer is. Can you teach it to me empirically?”

			“Yes, father,” Geronda said.

			So that priest decided to stay with us for a few days. The next day the priest said, “Elder Joseph, since I will be staying for a week, may I serve Liturgy along with your priests?”

			Geronda replied, “Let me examine you first to see if you were eligible to become a priest, and if I find out that you are all right, I will give you permission to serve with them.”

			When the priest heard that, he immediately gave up and left the Holy Mountain! Why? He had impediments.

			Another time, a deacon visited Geronda. Geronda was divinely informed that the deacon had impediments, and he urged him not to become a priest. The deacon, however, kept changing the subject. Seeing his stance, Geronda said to me, “Give him a refreshment and show him the door since he is not willing to listen.”

			

	

Learning God’s Will

			Geronda did things only after being enlightened to do so. He never attempted to do anything without having prayed about it first. That is why he could say, “Whatever I do, I do it with knowledge and the fear of God.”2 Sometimes we would ask him about something we wanted to do, and he would reply, “I will tell you tomorrow,” so that he could pray about it first.

			One evening he told us, “Children, be ready because tomorrow morning you will take your sacks and go to such-and-such a place to bring wood.” That morning, after we had prepared ourselves, he said to us, “Don’t go.”

			“But Geronda, didn’t you tell us that we would go?”

			“It is not God’s will.”

			The previous night he had prayed about the matter to find out if we should go or not.

			Because he always prayed beforehand for enlightenment, he never did anything that he later regretted. He was a rudder for us. He told us: “When a person wants to be enlightened as to what the will of God is (in the event that he can’t contact his spiritual father), he should completely leave aside his own thoughts and pray three times about it. Then wherever his heart inclines will be in accordance with God’s will.”3 People who have made more spiritual progress and have more boldness in their prayer perceive God’s enlightenment more distinctly; it takes the form of a voice or a vision. This is usually how Geronda was enlightened.

			

	

Clairvoyance

			Even though he was isolated in his cell, we could see that Geronda knew what was happening outside: what we were doing and how we were. Once when he was praying in his cell, someone knocked on the door. It was Fr. Athanasios, but Geronda couldn’t have known that he would come at that time.

			“Open up, Fr. Athanasios.”

			“How did you know it was me?”

			“Didn’t you come from such-and-such a path, pass by that cave with an icon of the Panagia, light the oil-lamp, sit down to rest for a little, and then come straight here?”

			“Yes.”

			“I observe where you are coming from.”

			Later, Fr. Joseph the Cypriot approached Geronda and wanted to find out how he was enlightened to know all that. Geronda said to him:

			It would be better for me to pray for you to experience it, rather than to learn how it happens as a mere piece of knowledge. But since you insist, listen. I was kneeling here at the window on my rags, saying the prayer. Suddenly, as I was holding my mind in the operation of the prayer—which divine grace brings about with its divine illumination—the light increased, and my mind began to broaden out and overflow so that everything became luminous for me, and I saw the entire surrounding area, from Katounakia to the monasteries down below as far as Daphne, and behind me as well, and nothing was invisible or unknown to me. The light was not like natural light from the sun or artificial, man-made light, but it was a wonderful light, white and immaterial, which is not only external like this natural light which allows those who have sight to see externally. This light is also within man, and he experiences it like his own breath, and it fills him like nourishment and breathing and relieves him of his natural weight and transfigures him so that he would not know that he had a body or weight or any restriction.

			Then I saw Athanasios coming towards us on the road from St. Paul’s Monastery, carrying his big bag, and I continued observing him until he arrived here. I saw all his movements—where he sat down to rest or put down his load, the spring of St. Anne at the mill where he stopped for a drink of water—up to the point when he reached our door and took the key and opened it and came in and came up to me and made a reverence.

			But what is it that amazed you so? When man’s mind is purified and illumined (apart from the fact that even without the addition of divine grace it has its own illumination, with which it sees farther than the demons, as the Fathers say), it then also receives the illumination of divine grace, so that grace can reside in it permanently, and grace then takes it up into contemplation and visions, in a manner and to a degree known to itself.

			But it is also possible for the person himself to ask in his prayer when he wants to see or find out something that interests him, and grace will operate to fulfill his request, because he asked it. But I think that devout people avoid asking such a thing except in great need. However, the Lord “will do the will of them that fear Him and will hearken to their prayer [Ps. 144:19].”4

			Fr. Joseph the Cypriot wrote about another amazing instance of Geronda’s enlightenment:

			The place where we were living was isolated and quiet, but it was quite exposed to the elements. Thus the cold was more intense to the point where we persuaded him to let us put in a stove for him for some heating. I measured up and prepared the materials to build it with sheet metal on the outside and clay inside. I got ready for the next day, as I had promised him the evening before, and in the morning I gathered up my tools and the materials and went to a place nearby to build it and would then install it later. I made a reverence, as always, and started off when the weather was fine, since I was working outdoors. As soon as I had measured and cut out the component parts and begun the work, the weather worsened abruptly.

			I kept having extraordinary difficulty in whatever I tried to do. A strange wind was blowing, which did not have any particular direction; it just stirred everything up against me and blew whatever was around into my face—sheet metal, boards, waste paper, and sand. In a strange way my tools would slip out of my hand and roll away for no apparent reason since the area was not on a slope. Nails bent for no reason at the slightest touch; drill bits broke; my plans needed changes, even though I had measured and cut the pieces with precision.

			At first I took no notice, and hurried to put things back in order and continue. After a while, however, it became very obvious that something was afoot. I stopped for a while, because I had literally smashed all my fingers, and I felt a strange disturbance within me that was causing anger, confusion, and impatience. “Strange,” I said to myself, “something’s going on!”

			In the meantime the weather had worsened even more, and that forced me to stop, and I went to Geronda.

			That project was a job that should have taken two or three hours at the most, yet more than six hours had passed without my accomplishing anything. Then I remembered something the Elder had said to me in the morning when I started off, but I had not taken much notice. “Let’s see,” he had said to me, “will you get anything done today?”

			I did not pay much attention to the meaning of those words; I thought he had said it to humble me, perhaps because I was familiar with that sort of work. In fact, I was eager to have it finished as soon and as successfully as possible so as to make things easier for him, and with the secret joy that he had allowed us to put in heating for him, and I was going to do it all by myself!

			So I went and knocked on his door, and he opened it. As soon as he saw my state of agitation, he started to laugh.

			“What’s going on here, Geronda?” I asked. “And why did you say to me this morning, like a prediction, ‘if I finish’ since you knew that this was child’s play for me?”

			“What did you conclude it was?” he asked playfully.

			“A trial,” I told him; “A work of Satan.”

			“That it was,” he replied. “Listen, I’ll explain this thing that seems like a mystery to you. In the evening during my prayer, when I had finished and wanted to rest, I saw Satan threatening to put obstacles and trials in the way of my decision and my plans. And I said to our Christ, ‘Lord, don’t stop him, so that I can show him that I love You and will endure the cold as long as You allow it.’ So that was why all this happened, my child, so that I wouldn’t have heating as quickly as you wanted me to.5

			Another time, while Geronda was praying in his cell, he “saw” that Father David at St. Paul’s Monastery was in danger of being attacked by a bear, but he saved him through his prayers.6

			

	

Foreseeing the Future

			Along with the numerous reproaches I constantly received from Geronda, many times he spontaneously addressed me as “Reverend Abbot.” Naturally, I attached no importance to it and forgot about it, since it seemed to me that he was just lovingly teasing me. The others, however, took note of it because he didn’t address anyone else like that. They said to themselves with a puzzled look, “Johnny will become an abbot?” 

			After Geronda had said it several times, they thought, “His words will definitely come true.” Later, when I did become an abbot and his prophecy was fulfilled, my spiritual brothers reminded me of what he had said. They were convinced that Geronda had foreseen it. 

			Once, Geronda sent a letter to his former spiritual child, Papa-Ephraim, who had left and gone to Volos. Shortly thereafter, Geronda felt his attitude towards him change. He mentally kissed him many times and wondered, “What could this mean?” He concluded: “Either my good son is taking great care to comfort us, or something else happened to him.”

			Sure enough, before long Geronda received a package from him along with a letter, and then he realized that Papa-Ephraim’s deed of comforting us was what the revelation was about. Geronda then wrote to him:

			I marvel at the consoling and clairvoyant revelations of the All-wise God. How swiftly does He inform us when another person changes!—a spiritual bond, an invisible communication, an exchange of love, notification from God. There is nothing sweeter or more precious than to understand divine revelations.7

			

	

The Power of His Prayer

			One day shortly before a major feast day of the Church, Papa-Nikiphoros said to his disciple, Papa-Ephraim, “You’re not going to Elder Joseph for the feast day.” When Papa-Ephraim sent word to us that he would not be coming, I was disappointed. Geronda saw that I was disappointed and asked me, “Koutsiko, would you like Papa to come?” I nodded. A little while later, Geronda said to me, “Papa will come after all.”

			Indeed, Papa-Ephraim did show up for the feast day. He told us that all of a sudden, Papa-Nikiphoros changed his mind and told him, “Oh, just go!” Geronda’s prayers made him change his mind!

			Notes
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			Our Diet

			Cooking for the Brotherhood

			Despite all my physical frailty and inexperience in everything, Geronda decided to make me the brotherhood’s cook. So one day, without any formalities, he said, “Hey, Koutsiko!”

			“Evlogison!”

			“Cook.”

			“Where should I cook?”

			“Outside.”

			The thought came, “Outside? But where?” It wasn’t as if there was a kitchen anywhere. So out I went to gather wood for a fire and to cook. But what kind of food was I supposed to make since I had no idea how to cook? I started being assailed by thoughts: “How are you going to cook anything now? How are you going to wash the dishes since there’s nowhere to do so?”

			I retorted: “Yes, but the other fathers were working, carrying loads, and getting tired. They would be hungry. What would they eat?”

			The place where I cooked was exposed to the wind. And what a wind it was! Lord have mercy! I was such a weakling that the wind nearly blew me off the cliff! Whenever that wind picked up, I had to muster all my best thoughts about patience because I would immediately have a mental battle. The evil spirits of grumbling and blasphemy were continuously beside me, inciting me to complain or to start thinking: “What kind of loving God is this Who tortures you with such wild winds?”

			But I resisted and said to them, “Shut up! Don’t say a word.”

			Later we made a little hut out of branches to enclose our “kitchen.” But the strong wind lifted the whole thing and made an airplane out of it! I tried using two rocks as andirons to support the kettle, but as soon as the wind blew, the lids came off, the kettle fell off, and everything rolled down the cliff. As if that weren’t enough, Geronda saw it and shouted at me from afar: “Hey, Koutsiko! You klutz! You lost your utensils! Run down and get them!” So I ran down the mountainside in the freezing rain to find the kettle and the lids. Oh, my Lord! Even in winter I cooked outside Geronda’s hut, although we ate inside it.

			One day, on the feast day of the Holy Apostles, Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia came to serve Liturgy for us. Geronda ordered me to cook something good for him since he was very weak and on the brink of catching tuberculosis. I hurried off to fulfill his command. While I was cooking, Geronda came by, peered over my shoulder and said, “You don’t know how to cook! You’ve 
really got it coming! You cook like that and expect Papa to eat it?”

			As soon as it was done, Geronda came to the hut that we had for cooking and said, “Come on, you ox; bring it quickly.”

			I brought the food and gave it to Papa.

			“Get out of my sight. Get lost! Go to your cell right now so I don’t have to look at you!”

			“May it be blessed,” I said.

			So I took Geronda’s blessing and went to my cell, which was right nearby. As soon as I stepped inside, God’s blessing came through Geronda’s prayers! I had such an intense visitation of grace, that the only thing missing would have been to see the Holy Apostles with my physical eyes! It was such a great blessing that my heart felt as if it were in Paradise. I shed streams of tears, not because Geronda had spoken harshly to me but because I couldn’t contain the joy and divine delight that I felt from the presence of the Holy Apostles. I didn’t know where I was. I fell down and wept due to the great bliss that reigned in my soul. I said to myself, “What a good thing Geronda has done for me!” It was the Holy Apostles’ feast day, and just as they were reviled for Christ’s sake and since they were ridiculed and scourged by the scribes and Pharisees, Christ saw my insignificant struggle and sent His blessing.

			[image: ]

			The “kitchen” in the hermitage after forty years of neglect

			

	

Cleaning Up

			After meals, I had to wash our tin plates—outside, of course. Whether there was rain, cold, frost, or sleet, I had to wash them outside. Even when I was sick or had a cold, I still had to go out in the freezing wind to wash the dishes. We put a pipe in a hole on the side of one of the cisterns that collected rainwater, and that was our “running water” for washing dishes. We had no way of heating that water, so that icy water froze our hands. We lived primitively, but God gave us patience so we didn’t mind.

			As for our spoons and forks, we never washed them. Whenever we were done eating, each of us would simply wipe them with his own napkin and then wrap them up inside that napkin. But since we didn’t wash the napkins, they became hard like leather. Those napkins became so filthy that if you washed them, you could have made a soup out of the dirty water!

			Geronda had a different and very unique hygienic method for taking care of our plates. At the end of every meal, we would pour some water in our plates and drink it. In this way, the plates were perfunctorily washed without wasting a lot of water. All of us did this, and visitors had to do likewise.

			Once we had an important banker visit us, and he joined us for dinner. Afterwards, as usual we washed out our plates with water and drank it. Then Geronda turned to the banker and said, “Sir, you will do the same with your plate.” And he did!

			

	

Expressing Respect

			Out of Geronda’s sense of asceticism and self-denial, he told us that he didn’t want us giving him special treatment. As his disciples, however, we owed him respect, honor, and love. I said to myself, “Even though he himself is not requesting special treatment, that doesn’t mean I can’t express my respect for him.” So I would secretly take his and Gero-
Arsenios’s filthy napkins, wash them, and then put them back in their places. When Geronda saw that his previously filthy, hard napkin was nice and soft, he was pleased. He didn’t really care so much about the napkin itself, but he was delighted because he could see behind it the respect and love of his spiritual child.

			“Arsenios,” he said. “Look; they washed our napkins for us. See how soft they are?” He could see my love and knew how to appreciate it, so he didn’t blame me for washing them.

			When we are conscientiously living a spiritual life and the grace of God visits us, we believe that our spiritual father is an icon of God, and we feel that we owe him respect, love, and obedience. It was only natural to have such feelings for him who—second to God—was my savior and took care of my spiritual formation. It says in the Bible: “Honour thy father and thy mother that it may be well with you,”1 and: “He that curseth his father or his mother shall surely be put to death.”2 If in the Old Testament—which is merely the shadow of the law of the New Testament—God commanded children to honor their parents for bringing them into life, how much more so does this commandment apply to one’s spiritual father. If honoring one’s parents in the flesh brings so many blessings, how much more so does honoring one’s spiritual father. This is why St. Ephraim the Syrian warns: “Do not listen to someone insulting your spiritual father. Flee from him, lest the wrath of God come upon you.”3 The holy monastic Fathers held this matter in high regard.4

			

	

Deprivations

			There at the Small Skete of St. Anne, we never had enough water. Sometimes there wasn’t even enough for cooking. So every now and then, Geronda would tell me, “Go get us some water, Koutsiko.”

			In order to bring water, I took two huge tanks that were used in the war for gasoline and went up to the hut of Fr. Gerasimos the Hymnographer. He was in his mid-forties then. He was a very careful monk, full of piety, and good-hearted. He lived an ascetical life with consistency. God had given him the gift of writing hymns, and his works filled dozens of handwritten volumes. He was a real jewel of the Holy Mountain.

			Whenever Fr. Gerasimos saw me, he would offer me a snack out of kindness, but I never accepted anything. Geronda had given me a strict order: “You will not take anything!” Even if an angel were to have come down from heaven, I would not have taken anything. If Geronda said no, that meant no! End of discussion.

			After filling those two tanks, I made the sign of the cross, put one on my back and held the other with my hands. Fr. Gerasimos looked at me and felt sorry for me. At the time I was just skin and bones—sick and weakened by the asceticism. Those tanks must have weighed more than I.

			“How are you going to carry those tanks full of water?” Fr. Gerasimos asked me with pity and love.

			“I’ll carry them through Geronda’s prayers,” I replied. “I have to, since we don’t even have water for cooking.”

			The really difficult part, though, was going down the mountainside because if my feet slipped, I would have fallen straight down the cliff, and I would have either been killed or crippled. So I was filled with fear and trembling, but the prayers of Geronda never abandoned me.

			For us, water was worth its weight in gold, as if it were a luxury. We washed our faces only with our tears. We would not wash our feet at all, unless we happened to go down to the sea. As for our clothes, we never washed them, except for our undergarments now and then. Those were difficult, trying times, but they were very blessed. We lived like cavemen, but God protected us and the difficulties didn’t bother us. Our life was like a martyrdom yet thrice-blessed at the same time.

			During winter we usually kept vigil outside in the open air so that we would not fall asleep. It didn’t matter if it was raining, snowing, or windy—we would still go outside! We kept vigil and were cold, of course. Oh, my dear Panagia, what frigid weather that was! I would freeze and not be able to feel anything below my knees. It was so cold that my back hurt from muscle spasms. Even after all these years, my back still hurts and is very sensitive to cold. We caught colds innumerable times, but through Geronda’s prayers we endured. This is what Geronda taught: to dedicate our entire selves to keeping vigil and struggling against the passions in order to find grace.

			Instead of a mattress, all I had was two wooden planks to sleep on. My mother had given me a blanket, but I had cut it into two pieces to make two coats out of it: one for me and one for Geronda. There was enough material left over to make hoods like the ones people up in Finland wear. I looked like an Eskimo! 

			To keep warm I wore those things and wrapped myself up with anything else I could find. But when I rolled over in my sleep, they would fall off, and the cold would wake me up. By the time I wrapped myself up again it would be time to begin vigil. It didn’t matter if I had slept enough or not; I had to get up for vigil.

			We had wood stoves in our cells, but we wouldn’t light them because they would make our cells so warm that we would become drowsy. Besides, they required a lot of wood, which we would have had to haul from far away. We only lit Geronda’s wood stove when his health began to deteriorate.

			With the unbearable heat of summer, we kept vigil either inside or out. When we were outside, we would distance ourselves from one another so that we could pray alone.

			Few ascetics lived on the Holy Mountain in the twentieth century with such strict ascesis and divine theoria as Elder Joseph did. He was strict, but he was also brave. He was adamant on matters of obedience, but full of love at the same time. He had absolute faith in God and great discernment.

			Geronda taught that when a person patiently endures deprivation, God’s blessing will come. Once Fr. Arsenios dared to complain, “The fish is like straw.”

			Geronda replied, “Whatever God gave us is good. We are going to end up paying for your complaint, Father Arsenios.” Sure enough, a famine struck soon thereafter.

			

	

Daily Labor

			Every day we worked hard, especially by carrying anything we needed: wood, water, sand, rocks, provisions. We didn’t have the luxury of a mule, so we loaded everything on our backs. When we needed to build more cells, Geronda sent us up the mountain to cut down trees for wood. Each of us chopped down two trees and cut off the branches. We then tied up the branches into bundles and loaded the trunks on our backs. Then we hauled everything back, walking for hours through the deep snow. We had left in the morning and returned at sunset. We shed blood to build those cells.

			In the summer, we sweated profusely carrying everything. I would boost my spirits by telling myself, “This sweat counts as the blood of martyrs!” With luminous thoughts like these, you rejoice at working hard. Our life was difficult, but it became easy by viewing it as a matter of self-denial. When obedience required us to run down the mountain and carry up a load that was frequently beyond our strength, we did it immediately without any objection. Besides, Geronda had taught us: “He who is eager to labor physically is also eager to labor spiritually. Physical labor done for the right reason wonderfully helps a monk to repent, mourn, weep, and pray.”

			

	

No Medical Amenities

			Back then, we had many hardships and tremendous voluntary deprivation. If you cut yourself, the only things you could put on your cut were water and mud. Not even in our dreams did we expect to see alcohol or bandages ever again. Medicine was nonexistent. Geronda despised medicine. If you got sick, Geronda would tell you: “Death! Prepare for the other life. Die! Die in order to go to Christ. Isn’t that why we came here? It’s as simple as that. We haven’t come here for comforts. We have come here to face everything with a real fight.”

			If you asked to see a doctor, Geronda would rebuke you! When someone once asked to see a doctor, Geronda responded: “A doctor? Who says we see doctors? If you wanted doctors, you should have stayed in the world. You became a monk and expect to see a doctor? In order to become a monk, you need to write yourself off from this life. If you are ready to struggle till death, stay with us. If not, leave.” This was the kind of struggle we had. Yet hidden within this struggle was the hidden treasure of grace.

			

	

The Reward for Labor

			As if all the physical labor weren’t enough, we also had all the spiritual labor as well: Geronda wouldn’t give us a moment’s rest from his rebukes. On top of that, we had an ascetical life and vigil every night. Then there were also all our thoughts and passions fighting us along with the demons who relentlessly attacked night and day. It was like the Battle of Waterloo! Our living conditions were extremely harsh. Nevertheless, all that effort laid the cornerstone for spiritual progress. Through Geronda’s prayers, this ascetical, tiresome struggle gave us purity of soul and body. He also taught us the theory behind the praxis of the struggle, and he guided us properly to keep us on track. Armed with the knowledge that this struggle would subdue the passions and bring the grace of God, we rejoiced in our hardships. How wonderful that labor was!

			Even though we had temptations, bad thoughts, and uprisings of the passions, they were all under Geronda’s supervision and under our own vigilant watch. Following Geronda’s teachings, we kept our mind vigilant and ready to drive away any ungodly thoughts as soon as they appeared and brought some sinful image. We strove not to let our minds wander to anything of the world. Indeed, our minds never went anywhere beyond our immediate surroundings. The only exception to this was when we would contemplate heaven and hell.

			

	

Living Conditions

			One day a priest came from the world to visit Geronda. Since we had nowhere to put him up for the night, Geronda gave him my cell, and I stayed outside. When he woke up in the middle of the night and stepped outside, I asked him, “How are you doing? Did you rest well?”

			“My goodness! How do you live here? I’m terrified.”

			“What are you afraid of?”

			“This place is deserted.”

			“It’s just fine. It’s very pleasant like that.”

			“What’s going on here?”

			“Don’t worry. We’re outside keeping vigil. Go back to sleep. We’re on guard.”

			The next morning when he saw the gigantic boulder hanging above my cell, he asked, “How do you live under here? What if something happens and the boulder falls? Aren’t you afraid that it will crush you?”

			“No. It won’t fall.”

			“But if it does?”

			“But it won’t! If God wants it to fall, it will fall and God will protect us.”

			“But what if it falls when you’re underneath?”

			“It won’t fall then; God will hold it up.”

			It was as if we were speaking different languages and couldn’t understand each other. He was evaluating things merely with logic, whereas Geronda had taught us to see things with faith.

			Even other monks were shocked at our living conditions. Once Fr. David from the Great Lavra came to meet Elder Joseph. He was a gigantic fellow. Geronda offered him my cell for the night. But when he saw it, he was startled and said, “Whoa! How do you survive in there?”

			“What do you mean, Gero-David?” I asked.

			“Life is really tough here. How do you manage?”

			“For us it’s Paradise. There’s no telling the joy we feel. I wouldn’t give it up for anything.”

			“Well, I give up! I’m heading back to my monastery.”

			The next time I saw him, he was still in awe and asked me again, “How do you live in that place? After all, we’re both monks.”

			“It’s the grace of God that supports us,” I replied. “If it didn’t support us, we wouldn’t be able to live here either.”

			We were at a wonderful age, and everything increased our zeal—the environment, the schedule, and the example set by Gero-Arsenios and especially by Geronda.

			

	

Moderation

			In the Small Skete of St. Anne we lived cenobitically and had communal meals. Our table consisted of two planks with a thin sheet of particle board on top. Since we never washed it but merely wiped off the scraps, there were flies all over it. Geronda never let us wash it.

			We labored so hard that the food was never enough. The labors of the nighttime and daytime—carrying loads, doing prostrations, keeping vigil, and being forceful in everything—were so intense that by morning we were famished! Even so, all we ate in the morning were olives, garlic, and a little dried bread on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Only in the evening did we have a regular meal on those days. On other non-fasting days, however, we would have two regular meals. Geronda distributed the food according to each person’s needs. He was truly a luminary of discernment. In terms of his ascetical life in general, he was extremely strict and austere. He wholeheartedly loved fasting, vigils, and prayer. He always ate his food and bread in measure. He would never eat freshly cooked food if he knew that there were some leftovers. Nevertheless, he was more moderate in regard to the diet of us who were younger. He knew that fasting was not an end in itself but rather a tool and an aid in ascetical struggles. Moreover, since our schedule was already demanding enough, and since he could see our many physical weaknesses, he decided that he should be lenient with us. But it was as if this concession used up all his lenience; beyond that he was extremely demanding. It is not that he didn’t know how to forgive mistakes or put up with weaknesses, but he wanted us to employ all our spiritual and physical powers in our ascetical endeavors. He would say: “Whatever we do not give to God to use in our ascetical struggles will be used by the other one (i.e., Satan). Our Lord gives us the commandment to love Him with all our soul and all our heart,5 so that the evil one cannot find a place of rest within us.”

			

	

Specialties

			We usually did not have fresh bread but only some stale crusts. When we wanted soft bread, what did Geronda come up with? He would put the crusts in a colander, cover it with a piece of cloth, and then place it above boiling water. The steam would pass through the holes in the colander and make the dry bread as soft as cotton! What a trick! As the saying goes, “Necessity is the mother of invention.”6

			From time to time Geronda made “bread” for us. He would mix some kourkouti,7 spread it out on some rusty sheet metal, and put it in our oven made of bricks and mud. We would have this kourkouti-bread only once every two years. But how beautiful life was back then in those huts! They were watered with sweat and blood, but they gave us so much grace and rest.

			Geronda frequently cooked for us; he was a fine chef. When he was cooking, tears would continuously roll down his face. I wonder what he was thinking about. Surely the fire reminded him of the fire of hell, and he wept remembering death. Since he also said the prayer constantly out loud, the grace of God sanctified the food and made it very tasty. The monasteries often invited him to their feast days because of his cooking talent. Of course, he usually declined, although occasionally he would go.

			Now and then visitors came and would be delighted by our food. “My! What kind of food is this?” they would ask in amazement. It was just Lenten food, sometimes with tahini, sometimes with beans. But he made it so delicious that it was even better than fish. It was because of the prayer and Geronda’s blessing. Wherever people have the blessing of God, their food will be as sweet as honey.

			Once I asked Geronda about the food’s tastiness, “What is this, and why is it happening?”

			“It is from God, from the prayer. The cook is praying, and everything is blessed.”

			“Geronda, even though we eat fasting foods every day, no matter what I eat—dry bread, beans, lentils, fish—it’s all like honey.”

			“That’s how it is,” Geronda said. “When a person has a good spiritual state, no matter what he eats, it seems like the best food in the world to him. Based on this, one can realize the spiritual state of a monk. It’s like what one saint said when he saw with his spiritual eyes at dinner one monk eating honey, another eating manure, someone else eating thorns, and another eating bitter poison—depending on each person’s spiritual state.”

			Geronda also made wine. He would dry the grapes in the sun and then squeeze them with his hands. The wine he made was for Communion and was excellent. A visitor from Paris remembered that wine for the rest of his life.

			We also had a great dish for Sundays: in the wilderness amongst the precipitous crags, some wild cabbage sprouted that could not be found anywhere else on the Holy Mountain. Climbing to such places was very dangerous, but since I was young and agile, I went and gathered them while Geronda would wait with a bag. We only cut the light green leaves—not the dark green ones. We left the heart so that it would grow more leaves. Then we boiled the leaves, put them in a pan, and added oil. Geronda used plenty of oil because he liked it. The broth was very beneficial for one’s health.

			Even though Geronda made some concessions for us on Sundays, from Monday until Friday we endured great deprivation. Usually we would eat the same food all week long. Naturally, it turned sour, but Geronda would still eat it. He had a big heart and had surpassed natural limits.

			During Lent, Geronda used plenty of tahini; he really loved it. He also loved eating olives, onions, and rusks. When he wanted to do more ascesis, he would eat loukoumia instead of bread. On the weekends, he would sometimes make pasta with shellfish for us.

			On rare occasions when we had fish, we would add it to the wild cabbage. On days that we had two meals, we would have it in the morning and in the evening. Geronda loved having the cabbage with fried cod. This break from our regular ascetical life made us feel as if we were the richest people in the world. This was only on Sundays, of course. As for the rest of the week—eh! We got by somehow.

			When he felt like having some fish, how could he get it? It wasn’t as if we had a fish store out there on the crags. So Geronda would say to me, “Hey, Vavouli! Grab your fishing gear and go down to the sea and bring back whatever you catch.” He wasn’t undiscerningly strict; he knew when to be lenient, just like the great ascetical saints were.

			So I took my makeshift fishing rod, and as I was fishing I would delight in the thought of how happy I would make my elder. I usually brought back a pound of seafood. Sometimes I caught not just little fish but also an octopus or a little squid. When I returned, Geronda was overjoyed and said: “Koutsiko, I’ll add potatoes, rice, and onion, and make a soup for all of us to eat our fill using only a handful of fish!” One pound of fish for six or seven people! But even though it was so little, he was delighted just thinking about it.

			Geronda also loved sweets, but since he couldn’t get any out there in the wilderness, he had Gero-Arsenios fry some dough and add sugar and cinnamon. Then Gero-Arsenios would crush it, and it would end up like halva. I helped him out with the frying. He saw how weak and hungry I was, and he said to himself, “This poor kid likes sweets, but what can he eat?” I did like sweets but primarily because I was always hungry. So Gero-Arsenios said to me, “Hey, Koutsiko! Now that Geronda can’t see us, you can eat all the crumbs.”

			“But is it blessed by Geronda?”

			“It’s all right. It’s a little self-willed on my part, but I’ll take care of things. So, eat up! Obedience! I’m speaking on behalf of Geronda to make an exception for you. I’m the food-elder!”

			Gero-Arsenios had acquired much discernment by being with Elder Joseph for so long.

			

	

Eating Everything and Anything

			There on the mountainside we had two little orange trees. Geronda had planted them when he first arrived there back in 1938. Those were the only fruit trees we had, and they rarely produced any fruit. When they did, Geronda did not let us peel the oranges. To avoid wasting anything edible, we had to eat the oranges with the peels! He said, “We shouldn’t throw anything out. Besides, everything here is sanctified by the prayers of the fathers.”

			Up there in the crags, we of course didn’t have a refrigerator. As a result, cooked foods would spoil rapidly, especially in summer when the place was broiling. We had to eat whatever foods were spoiled or moldy so that we wouldn’t throw them out. Geronda set an example for us by being the first to eat rotten things. He even took the oil used for frying and added it to the food. If there were old sardines that had dried out, he would add them to the food anyway. After eating some of those old sardines, my stomach started turning, and then I vomited. Geronda saw what happened and said, “All right. Next time I won’t put them in the food.” The next time, however, I vomited again. Geronda said, “I just put in a little. It bothered you again? Okay, I won’t put any in at all.”

			Even though Geronda’s policy was never to throw anything out, we never got food poisoning. God protected us through his prayers. Otherwise we would have died long ago!

			As for cleanliness, it was nonexistent. How did we live! Geronda paid no attention at all to his health. Had he been a little careful, he would have lived many years—humanly speaking—because he had a very strong constitution. Never in my life have I met another ascetic of his magnitude.

			It was humorous to see Geronda give visitors the same food we ate. Once, someone came from Paris to live with us. Geronda said to him: “Here, eat some fresh food cooked three days ago with sardines!” And he ate it! We had been accustomed to such food, but he wasn’t.

			One time we had some old beans that had gone so bad that we youngsters simply could not eat them. But Geronda felt bad about throwing them out. So he prayed fervently with tears that night, and the next day he offered them to us again. Miraculously, those bad beans had become delicious and sweet!

			Geronda loved cheese, but under those conditions maggots infested the cheese. Even so, he would calmly clean the cheese so that we could eat it. It was absolutely imperative that we finish the old food first. Because of this rule, we ended up eating macaroni with maggots and even beans with maggots. But how could I, as the cook, offer food with maggots to the fathers, who had been out working so hard? 

			The brave Fr. Arsenios found a solution: he would eat all the spoiled foods so that we wouldn’t throw them out and upset Geronda. He said, “Well, you all can’t eat it with your weak stomachs; I’ll eat it.”

			Fr. Arsenios was something else—he had incredible fortitude. He would eat everything that had spoiled, and nothing bad would happen to him! He even lived to the age of ninety-seven. What kind of person he was! He was a real fighter.

			Every spring, entire armies of caterpillars appeared. Oh, how they disgusted me! In their military campaign, they would devour all the leaves on the trees, leaving them bare. All their beauty was gone. I would ask myself, “When will new leaves sprout and make the place green again?” The caterpillars gathered outside Geronda’s and my cells. Merely seeing them made my stomach turn and want to vomit; even just knowing that they were slinking around up there made my stomach queasy.

			When I cooked, they would be crawling up above and fall into the food. Geronda would tell me: “It’s fine. They aren’t bad; God made them, too. What does it matter? Just tell yourself that we’ll have meat with our food today. Say that you have made a dish with escargot.”

			I thought to myself, “Lord have mercy! Forgive me, Panagia! If we leave this place, it will be because of the caterpillars and the wind.” Those two things terrified me. Those were tough times. I served the food to the fathers, and the caterpillars were squirming around. As we were eating, one of the fathers whispered to me, “Look at how their eyes move around!”

			“Since Geronda blessed it, it’s fine,” I whispered back.

			Geronda was extremely observant, and he said to that father, “Eat and don’t talk. We’re eating macaroni with meat.”

			But that father tried to whisper another comment to me, “Ephraim, look at their little heads!”

			“Father!” Geronda said austerely. “One more comment out of you, and you will pack up your things and leave!”

			That father froze! Immediately he changed his disposition and said to me, “Eat up, Ephraim. There’s nothing wrong with it!”
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			Vigil

			How We Kept Vigil

			The focus of our day was our vigil. Everything was done with the aim of being able to pray at night with ease. We went to bed very early so that we would have all night to say the prayer. Our schedule in the wilderness of the Small Skete of St. Anne was as follows:

			We woke up at sunset for our vigil and immediately had some coffee for the sole purpose of helping us in our vigil. Geronda insisted that everyone drink coffee before vigil, unless someone was unable to. He allowed the weaker brethren to have a little snack, too, for more energy.

			After having coffee, we would take Geronda’s blessing and quietly leave. We went to our cells without saying a word. Geronda attached great importance to this point. He emphasized that after waking up we must be very careful with our senses so that we can dedicate the “cream” of our mind to God through prayer. No talking, no daydreaming, no nothing. After our vigil we can discuss whatever is necessary.

			As soon as we entered our cells, we would begin our nightly prayers following Geronda’s method: We would recite the Trisagion, the Creed, and Psalm 50, and then we would sit on our stools and cultivate mourning, recall death, hell, and paradise, and we would meditate on the crucifixion of Christ and the lives of the saints. (There wasn’t anything else to think about, anyway.) In this manner we would be moved to compunction, contrition, and repentance. We would not pass a lot of time with those thoughts, however, but immediately after feeling contrition and humility of heart, we would begin saying the prayer.

			Geronda emphasized that when we wake up, our mind is at rest and clear. Since it is in such a calm state of clarity and quietude, that is the appropriate time to give it the name of Jesus Christ as its first spiritual matter to work with. This first thought of the mind upon awakening is what the holy Fathers called “protonoia.”

			Thus, enclosed in our cells in complete darkness, we would begin saying the prayer either with or without our prayer-ropes. When it became too much strain for our minds, we stood up and started doing prostrations. Prayer-ropes and prostrations—that was our vigil. I occupied myself with noetic prayer for a humble two or three hours, and several times I prayed noetically for as many as five hours. As soon as I started falling asleep or getting drowsy, I would go outside no matter what the weather was: wind, rain, or snow.

			When we felt drowsy, we weren’t allowed to pass the time by chanting; we could only do prostrations or use our prayer-ropes. When praying noetically made us tired, Geronda recommended that we read the Bible, lives of the saints, and the writings of the Watchful Fathers. Then we would meditate on something spiritual and examine our conscience with self-reproach. As soon as this break had given rest to our nous, we would return to noetic prayer with the nous in the heart. This was our schedule all year round. In our vigil, we had great battles and struggles, but it was a real vigil. We would spend eight to ten hours with noetic prayer, prostrations, hardship, contrition of soul, and bodily labor because we didn’t have the comforts that are prevalent today.

			We would try to spend as much time as we could enclosed in our cells with noetic prayer without using a prayer-rope in total darkness. Some of us could pray noetically for two hours, others for three or four—everyone did whatever he could and whatever his physical and spiritual strength permitted. Geronda would pray noetically for seven or eight hours with great success.

			With the discernment Geronda had acquired through his vast experience, he made us some special stools with armrests so that our arms would not get tired. We would sit in these stools, bend our head down to the left, and say the prayer noetically, synchronizing it with our breathing.

			Geronda’s rule was that we would keep vigil for a minimum of eight hours, six of which would be private prayer. Afterwards, each of us had the freedom to choose if he wanted to keep vigil for longer than eight hours or to sleep.

			

	

Geronda’s Vigil

			Noetic prayer was Geronda’s primary occupation, day and night. He focused all his might on cultivating this prayer. As he himself wrote: “Noetic prayer is to me as any other man’s trade is to him, because I have been working at it now for more than thirty-six years”1—in other words, for the entire duration of his life as a monk. Indeed, his work at prayer was methodical and orderly. He prayed with persistence and forcefulness, yet with contrition and humility. His entire day was a preparation for his nighttime prayer.

			He kept his program of ascesis with absolute precision: when he would sleep, when he would wake up, when he would work, when he would eat. Everything was done based on his strict schedule so that he would be physically and mentally prepared for his vigil. The purpose of his vigil was to attract the mercy and grace of God. Since Christ said, “Knock, and it shall be opened unto you,”2 every night Geronda would implement all the kinds of prayer, knocking with persistence and humility at the door of God’s grace.

			He would begin by standing up with his arms crossed on his chest, and then he would say improvised prayers using his own words. For example, he would say, “Lord Jesus Christ, sweetest Father, God and Lord of mercy, and Creator of all creation: look upon my humility and forgive all my sins which I have committed all the years of my life up to this very day and hour. Send forth Thine All-holy Spirit, the Comforter, so that He may teach, illumine, and shelter me so that I sin not, so that with a pure soul and heart I may adore and worship, glorify, thank, and love Thee with all my soul and heart, my sweetest Savior, Benefactor, and God, Who is worthy of all love and worship. Yes, good eternal Father, co-eternal Son, and All-holy Spirit, count me worthy of enlightenment and divine spiritual knowledge, so that by beholding Thy sweet grace I may bear the burden of this vigil tonight, and render unto Thee my prayers and thanks, through the intercessions of the Most Holy Theotokos and of all the saints. Amen.”3

			As much as he was able, he would say his own words inspired by God’s grace, trying to draw God’s mercy and love. If grace came, he would follow it wherever it led him. But if time was passing and he could see that grace was not operating, he would sit on his stool and begin saying the prayer noetically. He would sit there with his head tilted down to the left, and he would put his nous in the depths of his spiritual heart for hours on end, occupying himself with noetic prayer and the theoria of God with watchfulness.

			He kept vigil every night. Due to the intensity of praying for so many hours—that is, due to the effort of keeping his nous in his heart without letting it wander—he was drenched in sweat and felt strong pain throughout his body.

			As an ascetic, Geronda was a prototype of exactitude and self-denial. His efforts in noetic prayer were innumerable. Sometimes he reached eight hours of noetic prayer without a break, and when he lived as a recluse he even reached ten hours. Continuous prayer and noetic work with the name of Christ! He remained in his heart for eight hours, plowing it with God’s grace! As a result he wept floods of tears, which for the most part were out of love and eros for God. Who nowadays can sit on a stool for eight hours without letting his nous leave his heart at all? These are ascetical feats of the old days.

			

	

Alternate Strategies

			It is the job of man to knock at the door of prayer with persistence, patience, and humility, but God is the One who will decide if He will reward him or not. Now and then, when Geronda did not have a visitation of God, he would resort to “Plan B”: he would start chanting troparia from the Tonsure Service, such as “Thy Fatherly embrace” or various troparia from the Burial Service.

			By chanting like this, Geronda would refresh his nous and repulse the demonic attacks that tried to make his mind wander, and he would feel compunction. Then he would force his nous once again to enter his heart and would pray noetically. He would tell us, “He who wants to be saved employs methods and techniques to help his soul seek God and achieve union with Him.” He was a living example of this teaching.

			When, however, neither improvised prayer nor quiet chanting or forcing his nous produced fruit, then he resorted to yet another method: contemplation. In other words, he would meditate on death, hell, paradise, the crucifixion of Christ, and the fearsome judgment at the Second Coming. He would ask himself: “What will it be like when Christ comes? When the angels come? When the dead are raised? When they are caught up in the clouds?4 But the clouds won’t take me! They will take my neighbor; they will take such-and-such an ascetic; they will take Father Arsenios, but they won’t take me!”

			Then he would sit there and weep because everyone else would go to the right,5 while only he along with the unrepentant sinners would go to hell. “Oh, the river of fire6 will devour me, too!” Afterwards, he would turn his mind back to paradise, to the delight of the righteous, to the eternal good things. Then he would thank the good Savior and Benefactor, the righteous God.

			By pondering on these things in this manner with faith, he would sit and weep and derive benefit from this. When he didn’t find grace through the prayer, he would find it through contemplation. In this way he would make the most of his time in his vigil.

			Other times he would humble himself by recalling holy ascetics who struggled greatly in their attempt to overcome difficulties and attain God’s grace. This would give a different hue to his prayer.

			He would not spend much time in these kinds of contemplations, however. As soon as his heart was warmed and his nous was collected, he abandoned contemplation and forced his nous into his heart with noetic prayer.

			These contemplations bring contrition to the heart and enable the soul to begin saying the Jesus prayer with great humility, attention, and watchfulness. The essence of noetic prayer is to gather the nous inside the heart because it is only then that the prayer is said without distraction, and one completely understands its meaning. In other words, it’s not like chanting hymns praising the Lord in order to elicit His forgiveness. The inspired hymns of our Church are like standing before a king, pleasing him with a hymn, and then presenting our request. Saying the Jesus prayer constantly, on the other hand, is like tightly embracing Christ’s legs and crying out, “Son of David, have mercy on me,” like the blind man7 and the Canaanite woman,8 who persisted in begging Christ to have mercy on them.

			

	

Spiritual Responsibilities

			Even though he spent so many hours in noetic prayer, he still wouldn’t neglect his conventional monastic responsibilities. So after his lengthy noetic prayer, he would take his prayer-rope and use it to keep track of how many times he said the Jesus prayer in order to make up for the church services he was not attending, even though he had already fulfilled this responsibility when praying noetically many times over. Of course, he also did his prostrations.

			During his vigil, he would also do his spiritual “accounting.” “A monk who wants to make progress,” he taught, “must do ‘accounting’ daily—just as a merchant does at the end of every day to see how much he has gained and how much he has lost. Every evening a monk should examine his conduct to see where he progressed and where he stumbled so that he can make a new beginning of repentance and correction.”

			When Elder Joseph did this, he would examine how his day had passed, where he had made mistakes, which passions were acting, which weaknesses were still an issue, and what thoughts had passed through his mind. He would ask himself, “Where am I slipping up? Ah, I am being negligent. In what way? Ah, I am not being careful with my mouth.”

			Whenever he found himself to be at fault, he would immediately seek forgiveness from God and be determined to correct himself and to make a new beginning with a stronger fight against every passion the following day. His entire life was spent examining his conscience, obtaining its advice, and being obedient to it. In this manner, he was gradually freed from the passions and reached the point of not having his conscience condemn him in anything. This is what gave him boldness in prayer and assurance of going to Paradise.

			After he had finished all his spiritual responsibilities, he would sleep very briefly in order to give rest to his exhausted body. Then he would rise at daybreak and begin his handicraft while saying the prayer with his nous or with his mouth. As the wise Church Fathers would say, “Work, O my body, to be fed; be watchful, O my soul, to be saved.”

			Why did he work so hard? To set an example for us, but also because physical labor helps one’s thoughts; for when a person is idle, his mind is constantly scattered, and he feels like talking unnecessarily. Geronda would constantly say the prayer all day long while he worked. On Sundays and feast days, however, instead of working he read the lives of the saints, and he continuously wept out of compunction.

			

	

The Value of Vigil

			Geronda always kept us vigilant and watchful. Because of this, we didn’t know what it meant to have negligence or to sleep during a vigil. Those things were foreign to our brotherhood. He made us as tough as steel, not just with his discipline, but also with his solid example.

			Our typikon9 was to keep vigil all night. Whether or not we were able to rest beforehand, we had to keep vigil regardless! That is what our schedule was. We weren’t allowed to say, “I’m tired; let me rest a little tonight because I’m exhausted from hauling all those things.” Geronda would not let us change our program. No matter how strenuously we had toiled in the daytime, our vigil would continue on schedule. Even if sleep was fiercely battling us, Geronda remained firm. He would say, “You shall do your vigil!” There was no room for leniency in this matter. As if everything else was not hard enough, we also had this constant discipline from Geronda.

			No disorderliness was permitted in our program; no one could wake up or rest whenever he wanted. Geronda’s policy was: “If someone can’t endure, let him go somewhere else.” 
Either you kept the program or you left our brotherhood. In other words, if you didn’t leave on your own, Geronda would tell you to leave. If you stayed in our brotherhood, it was a given that you would make the effort to keep vigil.

			This is what our life was: saying the prayer out loud all day at various difficult tasks and keeping vigil at night. But we had simplicity, joy, and freedom from cares. We felt wonderful! What blessed days those were, full of divine gifts and glorifying God!

			Geronda taught us that a monk who does not keep vigil and does not acquire the Jesus prayer cannot be called a monk. A monk without vigil, without noetic prayer, and without exactitude in spiritual obedience has never tasted the special grace of monasticism. When the grace of God would visit us in our vigil, we would experience so many heavenly things. Of course, we would have Geronda evaluate these experiences to ensure that they were genuine and not demonic. These things would rejuvenate our souls and make us soar with joy as we worked the following day with liveliness of soul.

			Elder Joseph, that contemporary philosopher and God-seer, knew very well what it meant to keep a godly vigil. What is a “godly vigil”? It is when one’s nous ascends beyond the heavens and sees the Logos of God enthroned in glory, when one speaks with Him there, when one’s heart is delighted and exclaims, “Blessed is he who meditates in God.” As the holy Fathers say: “Do not consider him who keeps vigil with cognizance of its true nature—who prays with vigilance—to be a mere human; consider him to be an angel of God.”

			A persistent vigil of prayer with orderliness and a careful ascetical life are required so that we do not remain barren of the lofty and exceptional gifts of God. Keeping vigil with cognizance of its true nature and with watchfulness and prayer grants great spiritual gifts to a Christian who works at it.

			Keeping vigil requires great effort. This is because he who keeps vigil battles not only against that tyrant called sleep, but also against the demons, who do not want us to be saved and who come to ruin the noetic work of watchfulness by arousing the passions and especially by distracting us. A monk toils with sleep deprivation, prostrations, and collecting his nous from distractions, trying to be led to union with God, and through this contact a perception of God—Who transcends every thought—must be created in the depths of his soul. Geronda would emphasize to us: “By keeping vigil properly, a monk acquires the eyes of cherubim. He becomes so watchful that he sees the demons from very far away as they plan to pillage his soul with their cunning. He even notices the slightest movement of the passions and is thus able to take the necessary measures to deal with them.”

			My Geronda insisted that we keep vigil because it clears the nous, makes it godlike, and enables it to rise to the third heaven where in a spiritually mysterious way it encounters the unutterable things of the life above. He guided us in keeping vigil and noetic prayer, so that we, too, would taste in our souls the Kingdom of God and yearn for the time of our departure when we would become eternal participants in it.

			Sometimes God would give us His blessing, and we would experience a small part of Geronda’s flight towards God. However, we were of course unable to know the breadth and length and depth and height of his success in noetic prayer, since he was able to enclose his nous within his heart for so long.

			We can’t comprehend the full value of monasticism because we have not forced ourselves to apply the teachings of the holy Fathers with exactitude. Without an orderly vigil and a careful monastic life, a monk will remain barren of the lofty and exceptional gifts of God. A proper vigil, a godly vigil, a vigil with watchfulness and prayer, is what bestows great gifts upon a person who works at it.

			Witnessing Geronda’s fiery example ignited our zeal as well. So we, too, exerted ourselves to wake up eagerly and take our prayer-rope to begin saying the blessed prayer as well as contemplating divine things. We meditated on these things with great humility and simplicity of heart so that while we kept vigil, the grace of God—Who is always watching us and is ready to transform us internally—would overshadow us and give meaning and understanding to our prayer and contemplation.

			Geronda taught us how keeping vigil makes a person rich, what its spiritual benefits are, how it keeps one watchful, and what the gifts of noetic prayer are. He emphasized to us that without keeping vigil a monk makes no progress and lays no foundation. He elaborated on his teachings with various incidents and stories from the holy Fathers and monks he knew. After telling us so many things, how could anyone not want to keep vigil? After all, why did we go out into the wilderness in the first place? Didn’t we go out there to become spiritually wealthy? We didn’t go out there just to pass our time. We submitted ourselves to Geronda knowing full well what his schedule was like.

			Geronda’s strategy and goal was to have us say the Jesus prayer constantly and keep vigil valiantly. He had implanted deep within us the meaning of prayer and watchfulness in vigil. He gave us advice and vigilantly observed how we were doing. From time to time he would ask me, “Koutsiko, how is your prayer doing? How is your vigil going?”

			He also said to us that our vigil should not pass without tears. Tears should be a monk’s companion. A monk should weep continuously: at first for his sins and for other people; and then he should eventually reach the state of weeping out of love for God.

			Keeping vigil properly and with tears consoles the soul, fills the heart with joy, makes the nous as light as air, and gives the nous the wings to fly to spiritual heights and various theorias, from which the soul grows rich with the treasures of divine knowledge.

			If a monk—or a layman as well—out of negligence and disorderliness does not keep vigil, he remains barren of divine consolation. His heart is empty of joy, and his nous is darkened and full of filthy thoughts. His soul’s dissatisfaction (due to the lack of God’s grace) pushes him into criticism, idle-talk, laziness, improper boldness. He thinks that all these will make him feel better, whereas in reality they poison his soul.

			

	

Uncreated Light and Theosis

			Elder Joseph was counted worthy of a great gift from God in beholding the Uncreated Light. In his vigil, with the eyes of his soul and heart he would see God: what He is like, what beauty He has. His beauty is not like the beauty of faces or things of this world. The Holy Trinity—the one Nature, the one Light, the tri-hypostatic Divinity, the one Sun—has His own beauty. Only those who have been counted worthy to see it, only those who have struggled to the point of shedding blood know it. As the holy Fathers said, “Give blood and receive spirit”—the Spirit of God.

			When Geronda spoke to us about the Uncreated Light, he could not find words to express to us what God is. What is the Uncreated Light? What is this glory that covers the essence of God the Father? The glory—this Light—is the radiance of His nature, as St. Gregory Palamas tells us. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia described the “Uncreated Light” as follows:

			The “Uncreated Light” that St. Gregory Palamas and the rest of the Fathers saw is seen noetically within you during prayer. Geronda frequently beheld the Uncreated Light. When you see it, you feel an indescribable bliss, joy, and sweetness. Above all, though, you feel utter tranquility—a peace that surpasses all understanding. If a person is counted worthy of seeing the Uncreated Light once, he will begin seeing it from time to time. A person is transformed when he sees the Uncreated Light; he feels as if he does not have a body. Then he sees everything within himself. He feels as if his nous is, in a way, merely within a circle, within a space. These are states that cannot be described in words.
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			After My Vigil

			Confession with Geronda

			After keeping vigil with eight to ten hours of noetic prayer, Geronda would come out of his hut, and then I would approach him to tell him how my day and night had passed, if I had warfare, thoughts, or some demonic attack. I told him everything. When he saw that I needed a spiritual boost, he would tell me various things to edify me.

			Even though Geronda was strict and abrupt with me during the daytime, at night when I confessed to him he always expressed himself with much love. He would strengthen us by telling us about his visions, visitations of grace, various spiritual battles he had experienced, and stories which he had heard from his elder about the amazing feats of Athonite ascetics who had lived before him. He even told us stories from his own life, from his childhood until the present.

			It was delightful to hear him tell stories. When he started talking, you would not want him to stop. He told us very many stories because he knew many monks of old. He handed down a living tradition. We could have written a new Sayings of the Desert Fathers. This is how he fortified us, strengthened our faith, and prepared us for the arena of spiritual struggles. What a pity it is that Geronda passed away before tape recorders were around! We could have recorded him at least speaking about faith and theoria. Many times he spoke about these things, but we couldn’t grasp it. It was beyond us.

			The truth is that Geronda did not have many discussions or teach us for hours. He only spoke to us briefly, but his teachings were full of personal, valuable experience for us youngsters who were struggling to make spiritual progress. When we confessed our thoughts to him, he would reply with just a few patristic stories and some brief advice. Then he would say, “Go implement this, and you will see it in practice.”

			Geronda’s attitude was that a Christian who is working on his salvation does not need a lot of talk. The monastic life does not require verbose teachings about philosophy, theology, or dogmatics. A monk needs to hear only a few things, but he must implement them. Geronda told us, “Be silent, say the prayer, drive away bad thoughts, and don’t sit around talking idly.” How many times would he have to tell us this? If we hadn’t applied this advice, he would have just wasted his breath telling us anything else.

			

	

Teaching about Grace

			Geronda yearned for grace and ardently strove for it with all his might, which is what made him spiritually rich. When he spoke to us about grace, he spoke with great facility about its various actions and degrees, just as a master craftsman would speak about his craft. We realized that his teachings were drawn from his vast personal experience. This was why he could implant them deeply within us and impart to us the feeling that we, too, had experienced the various actions and degrees of grace; for there is a tremendous difference between a person who teaches based on reading and a person who teaches based on his own experience.

			He inspired us to aim all our pursuits, all our desires, and all our actions toward this goal: to induce grace to come and stay within us. The focus was on grace because only through grace can we succeed in being freed from the “old man,”1 and because without grace we will not be able to do anything. As the Lord said, “Without me ye can do nothing.”2

			Moreover, Geronda taught us that if we don’t find grace, we should consider that we have failed as monks, since all the other good works are just the formalities that lay Christians do. “Except your righteousness exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.”3 He explained to us that the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees corresponds to external works. In order for our righteousness to exceed theirs, we must turn our attention inwards and cultivate grace.

			He also told us: “Acquiring the grace of God is not nearly as difficult as regaining grace after it has withdrawn because of our negligence or pride. This is why there have been many strugglers who found grace, but only a few who succeeded in regaining it after losing it. The withdrawal of grace is so fearsome that I shudder when I talk about it. I went through severe trials because I did not have the support of an experienced guide. If you are going to find God’s grace and end up losing it, it would be better if you had never found it in the first place. That is how severe the struggle is. This is why I hope God gives you experience rather than grace, for experience brings many graces and is a permanent gift from God, whereas receiving grace too early does not bring any experience.”

			The primary reason why he emphasized the acquisition of God’s grace so much was because only God’s grace will bring us the love of God, which is our real goal. He proved to us with detailed explanations that there is nothing more worthy for man to occupy himself with than the love of God. Everything else—even virtues—are vanity in comparison with it. The goal and center of Christian life is the love of God.

			

	

The Fragrance of Prayer

			Once when Geronda and I were outside with our prayer-ropes and he was telling me about prayer and his experiences of looking after monks in their old age, I could smell lilies and roses, even though we only had holly-oak trees there. I was sniffing intently, and he said to me, “Why are you doing that?”

			“Geronda, I smell lilies and roses.”

			“Why don’t you go over there to my door?” So I went over to his door and smelled his cell. That heavenly fragrance was so strong that it stuck to my beard and my clothes. Then he explained to me, “It is from prayer. Don’t you understand? The name of Christ is fragrance.”

			I could sense the scent of his prayer pervading everything around him. It affected not only my bodily senses but also my entire internal self. When my brothers went to Geronda’s cell after his vigil to tell him their confessions, they also sensed the same fragrance many times.

			When Geronda’s prayer culminated, his little cell became a “burning bush.”4 Many times I said to myself, “I wonder what takes place within the soul, within the heart of this holy man?” In order to grasp what was really taking place within the heart of this contemporary saint, we, too, must also get a taste of how it feels when the prayer is continuously being said on its own accord within our heart. We must see and experience through noetic prayer what God is like—what beauty He has, what His divine traits are. We must feel how He mysteriously exists, how He miraculously sustains all creation, how He is present within creation yet beyond it and completely within the heart, how theoria occurs within the nous, how He takes the nous and divinely guides it into His mysteries, and what is revealed to the nous. Geronda lived all these things to a fullness beyond our comprehension.

			The power of Geronda’s pure prayer affected not just himself but even nature around him. When Geronda was praying, wild birds would come to the windows of his cell and peck on the panes. One would think that this was the activity of the devil to hinder him from prayer. But, in fact, the wild birds were attracted by Geronda’s prayer!5

			

	

Geronda’s Gift for Teaching

			During all the years that we lived with Elder Joseph, whenever we asked him something about our spiritual struggle, he always had an answer ready. And it wasn’t just any answer, but it was the correct solution for our problem. He had so much experience with how grace operates that he told us for example, “By precisely keeping such-and-such a commandment and by doing such-and-such a struggle for noetic prayer, the door of prayer will open to you.” Or he would say, “Such-and-such a mistake will become a hindrance for you in prayer.”6

			When reading Geronda’s letters, one notices that with great skill and depth he describes the various stages and states of prayer, all the way up to the loftiest states of illumination, rapture, and theoria. This bears witness to the degree of his own advanced experience. For example, he wrote in one of his letters: “Illumination is followed by interruptions in the prayer and frequent theorias, rapture of the nous, cessation of the senses, stillness, profound silence of the bodily members, and union of God and man into one.”7

			He explains this union in more detail as follows:

			If grace becomes active, at once the door is opened and his prayer reaches the gate of heaven and ascends like a pillar or flame of fire. At this moment the change occurs.… When the change occurs, it happens during an entreaty. Then grace overflows and one is filled with illumination and infinite joy. And since he who has been seized is unable to bear the fire of love, his senses cease, and he is caught up into theoria. Up until this point, man acts with his own will. Beyond this, he is no longer in control, nor does he recognize himself. For he has now been united with the fire and has been entirely transformed—a god by grace.

			This is the divine meeting during which the walls retract and he breathes another air, the air of the intellect, free and full of the fragrance of paradise. Later, the cloud of grace withdraws little by little once more, and this man of clay hardens like wax and returns to himself as if he has emerged from a bath: clean, light, shining, very delightful, sweet, soft as cotton, and full of wisdom and knowledge. But he who wants such things must at every moment be walking towards death.8

			While he was undergoing those transformations, he wrote a pamphlet entitled “A Spirit-moved Trumpet” in the form of an epistle for hesychasts. In this marvelous document of noetic work and hesychia, it is clear that Geronda had passed the first two stages of purification and illumination and had reached theosis.*

			Despite Geronda’s great gift of narration, the inadequate human vocabulary hindered him from expressing his incredible experiences when he tried to speak about divine illumination, states of grace, and heavenly theorias. He needed another vocabulary—a heavenly one—which we will only learn in the other world.

			Nevertheless, Geronda tried to tell us many things. He was a continual participant of the uncreated light and spoke to us about it, but his words were beyond us because we were spiritually young. We can only perceive grace according to our spiritual level. Many times after his vigil he would come out of his hut and tell us, “Today there was an interview with the Holy Trinity!” What he meant by this we do not know. We were not at his level. But we could see that he was overjoyed. He was so delighted that he could barely contain his joy.

			Sometimes, however, after having a grace-filled “interview with the Holy Trinity,” he would also sigh and then add jovially in an improvised song, “But what’s in store for me now!”

			“What do you mean, Geronda?” Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia asked.

			“There is a law in the spiritual life: If you suddenly experience a divine outpouring of grace when you are in a regular spiritual condition—that is, neither particularly high or low—it means that a temptation is coming with intensity proportional to the amount of grace you received. God does not give His loukoumia for free; you pay dearly for them. Since there was no battle beforehand, this divine caress was not to reward my efforts but to warn me of an upcoming temptation.”

			“But Geronda, you have attained theosis. How can anything bad be in store for you?”

			“You’ll see,” Geronda replied.

			Two days later, Papa-Ephraim came back to serve liturgy, and Geronda appeared to be in such a good mood that he was even telling jokes—but deep down he was going through hell. Seeing Geronda so happy, Papa-Ephraim said to him, “What’s in store for you? Joy and blessings!”

			Then Geronda said to him, “Come here,” and he took him aside so that the others wouldn’t hear him. “Now I understand the pain that demon-possessed souls feel. I see the enemy of our souls over there watching to see if his poisoned darts are striking their target. I’m not going to give that horned monster the pleasure of seeing me troubled and in pain.”
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			Wrestling with Thoughts

			The Trials of a Beginner

			When I was a beginner, I had all kinds of thoughts about leaving. Some thoughts reminded me of my home; other thoughts reminded me of my former spiritual father who wanted me to help him establish a monastery; and other thoughts told me that I would not survive in the wilderness under such difficult conditions. My, my! They attacked me non-stop, but I kept fighting and resisting these thoughts. I confessed this warfare to Geronda, and he said, “That’s all right. Just don’t neglect your duties, your vigil, your prayer rule, and your prayer, and then the demon of desertion will never prevail.”

			I followed Geronda’s advice diligently, and just as he had said, the time came when all those thoughts suddenly disappeared. Then life there in the wilderness, which had previously seemed somewhat dreary and gloomy, became beautiful and precious. Through the prayers of my elder, the grace of God helped to free me from that demonic warfare, and then everything within me changed.

			Sometimes I also went to Gero-Arsenios for advice, and he would tell me, “Don’t worry; I once had that warfare, too, and so did Geronda, but it passed.” Even though his Greek wasn’t perfect and his advice was very simple, it had great spiritual power and grace because he lived what he taught. As St. Isaac the Syrian says, teachings rooted in praxis differ greatly from teachings based on learning from books.

			Thus we had two elders when I joined the brotherhood: first was Elder Joseph and second was Gero-Arsenios. After doing a prostration to Elder Joseph to receive his blessing, I would also do a prostration to Gero-Arsenios. But he would object and say, “You already did a prostration to Geronda. That’s enough.” He helped me very much because whenever I couldn’t see Geronda for advice, I could speak with Gero-Arsenios, since we frequently worked together.

			I also had battles with thoughts of pride and negligence, but Geronda told us to face them with complete disregard and indifference: “Hold on to the prayer! It is a storm that will pass. When you fight back and hold the battlefront strongly without losing your courage, it will subside. Besides, this is the devil’s tactic: to launch an attack that will break your battlefront, tear down the wall, and destroy whatever you have. Hold the wall together firmly, and he will retreat along with all those thoughts.”

			

	

Thoughts against Geronda

			I revealed all my thoughts to Geronda with frank and clear confession. I would never leave anything hidden because I knew that it would rot within me. Rotten things would reek and dirty my soul and make me feel awful. When an evil thought merely began its assault, my soul would be in complete disarray. “Wait a minute,” I said to myself. “If this is what the assault of a single thought does to me, what will happen if I actually start consenting to them?”

			For example, once I had a bad thought about Geronda. Because he was ill, he couldn’t make the sign of the cross fully when he did his prayer rule. Instead, he made his cross very small. And since he couldn’t do full prostrations because of the swelling in his legs, he went up to a rock and did half-prostrations. This showed that he still had the forcefulness of his youth despite the limitations of his old age. He said to himself, “God knows that I’m doing all I can.”

			One night when we were doing our vigil, there was a full moon, and I could see from afar Geronda doing his prayer rule. The thoughts came to me: “What kind of crosses are those he’s making? That’s not how you make the sign of the cross; that’s how you play the guitar!” But since I always tried to be right with God and with Geronda, I rose up in revolt. I blamed myself because I knew that believing a single bad thought about my elder would be enough to break our spiritual bond and separate me from him.

			So I said to myself: “Look at your own faults! Geronda is a sick man. His little crosses are worth ten of your crosses because you’re young. Have I done what Geronda did when he was young? I’m not even a fraction of what he was. So when I reach his age, I will be all washed up. I won’t even do the little crosses he does.”

			It was a real battle, fighting tooth and nail. Whenever I faced extreme difficulty from the pressure of the thoughts, I would take a cane and beat and revile myself. This would mitigate the warfare. The thoughts would still come back again, but then I was stronger, and I drove them away.

			When I told Geronda about it, that veteran general of the spiritual warfare told me:

			“This is nothing; don’t worry. It is like that brother in the patristic writings who was overwhelmed and said to his elder, ‘Geronda, I have so many evil thoughts and so many passions! How will I ever be able to eradicate them all? I am at a loss.’ And that experienced abba told him, ‘My child, evil thoughts don’t attack all at once; the passions don’t rise against you all at the same time. They come one-by-one, and so you deal with them as they come.’

			“When a carnal thought jumps out at you, strike back. Cut up the image of the person that scandalizes you. Drive it away and erase it from your imagination as you would wipe out something with a sponge. Erase the image and hold on to the prayer—and that’s that. When you feel like being lazy and the thoughts tell you to sleep in, fight back and say, ‘No! Why should I sleep in?’ When a judgmental thought comes and whispers to you, ‘Say such-and-such a thing about him,’ resist and say to yourself, ‘No! I won’t say it!’ This is how the war is waged.”

			

	

More Thoughts against Geronda

			Because of the enormous pride I had when I was a novice, the devil had the authority to tempt me more with other thoughts against my elder. Geronda had a natural tendency to hiccup. The devil took advantage of this and gave me the thought: “See? Geronda is doing that because he has a demon inside of him! It’s the demon that’s making him hiccup.”

			Oh, my! What bitterness, what poison filled my soul. Imagine that! I had never had thoughts like that. As soon as I had the thought, I rose up in revolt. There was no way I was going to accept a thought like that about my elder. “I’m going to murder you!” I said to that thought, as I fought back to refute it.

			When I told it to Geronda, who was wonderfully experienced, he just smiled. For him it was nothing. He told me: “Don’t worry, my child. Let him say whatever he wants. Just ignore him. Keep saying the prayer. He will say many more things, but let it all go in one ear and out the other. The hogwash of Hades is endless. It’s not so easy to deal with the devil; you should not try refuting all those thoughts since you are young and inexperienced. Just ignore the thoughts, say the prayer constantly, and the thoughts will leave on their own.”

			I didn’t realize that ignoring thoughts was the best solution, so I replied: “I will fight back with my own thoughts, and I won’t let him tell me bad things about you, Geronda!”

			“Hmm!” he said and smiled. He must have been thinking, “This little one is clueless.” And he let me fight against those thoughts using rebuttal.*

			I fought hard, but the devil was an expert, a real master at his craft. As soon as I woke up to do my vigil, bam! An assault hit me! “See who Geronda really is?” the thoughts told me. The devil cast the thought artfully into my heart to poison my heart and ruin my vigil. Those kinds of thoughts depleted all my energy. A demonic feeling came along with the thought, “Geronda is not who you think he is; he’s possessed.”

			As for me, I was not giving in at all. I immediately strangled the thought with rebuttal: “No! Geronda is a general! He is the one guiding me to my salvation, so he can’t be possessed. He is a saint; he is an angel of God. It’s natural to hiccup.” “No, he’s not an angel,” the thoughts replied, “because of this, this, and that.” “Yes, he is!” I answered back.

			For hours on end I fought using rebuttal, even though I didn’t have any experience with this warfare. I was daring by nature, and I fought this battle, even though I was not knowledgeable. I was trying to use rebuttal, which is for advanced fighters, while I should have disregarded the thoughts to escape faster.

			This battle went on for days! The devil kept hammering me and robbing hours from my vigil by making me fight with him. Finally I came to the conclusion, “This calls for drastic action.” I took a cane and said, “What did you say about Geronda?” Pow! I hit my legs with the cane, and I jumped out of my seat from the pain. Then the thoughts said to me, “No, no! Geronda is not like that!” “Aha! Now you say he isn’t, hmm?”

			In this manner, this particular battle ended, and those thoughts never bothered me again. That deadly thought never came back. Even when Geronda got the hiccups now and then, I didn’t even remember that I had once had a battle with those thoughts. The thoughts disappeared so abruptly that it was as if they were never there. I had even lost the sense that I had been attacked, because I had faced the battle with courage and self-denial. If I hadn’t, my soul would have gradually filled with garbage and would have reeked. Every evil thought we accept opens a little wound in our soul, which blisters, rots, and stinks.

			I said to myself, “See what happens? If I had accepted that thought, that would have been the end of me. It would have made me leave Geronda, and then I would have been possessed right away. Ah, so that’s how the warfare works.”

			Since I faced thoughts against Geronda with determination, those thoughts only bothered me during my first two months with him. Afterwards, they never bothered me again, through Geronda’s prayers.

			

	

Working Even on Holy Days

			Once on Monday of the Holy Spirit, Fr. Athanasios told us that he had left us rusks, tomatoes, and grapes down at the dock. Geronda turned to us and said, “All right, get your sacks and go down to the dock. Bring them now before the mice get them.”

			Thoughts started attacking me like ants: “What? You’re going to haul things up the mountain on a day like this? You’re supposed to have quiet time for reading and prayer today!” I answered back to these thoughts, “Strait and narrow is the way.1 Obedience is above all. ‘I came not to do mine own will but the will of the Father who sent me.’”2 The burden of those thoughts was heavier than the burden on my back! The battle went back and forth. I said to those thoughts, “As soon as we get back to Geronda, I’m going to expose you!”

			The moment I entered the door of his hut, the thoughts completely vanished. They didn’t dare stick around to face the master! However, I didn’t have the chance to speak with Geronda in private just then because after giving us dinner he told us to go change clothes and rest since it was late. I said to myself, “I’ll fix you, demons!” So I gathered a sack full of rocks and said, “Now I’m going to punish you for not wanting to haul things on a day like this. You’re going to sleep on these rocks!” I then placed the rocks on my bed, covered them and lay down on them. As I started feeling the discomfort and pain, I was assaulted by thoughts of giving up on this form of self-punishment. But I countered back: “Christ on the cross had much more suffering than this.” This little struggle of mine was not worth much, but since God saw my good intentions, He gave me a little reward.

			When I was sleeping, I found myself outdoors in a clearing. On my right was Fr. Joseph the Cypriot and on my left was Fr. Arsenios. Off to the left was Geronda on the peak of a beautiful green hill full of vegetation. He turned to us and said, “Constantine the Great is going to pass by. When he does, bow down and get his blessing.”

			I replied by nodding, “May it be blessed.”

			When he passed by, I bowed down without even looking at him. I don’t know what the others did. As I got up, instead of seeing Constantine the Great I saw Christ as a small child. He bent down, smiled at me, embraced me, and left. How delighted I was!

			As soon as I woke up, I had joy in my soul. I went to Geronda and told him what I had seen. He asked me, “What kind of thoughts did you have yesterday?”

			I revealed to him the thoughts I had had and how I had dealt with them. Geronda explained, “That is how God consoles His servants when they succeed in a struggle. But from now on, don’t sleep on rocks again.”

			In situations like this, one must have an experienced guide to distinguish with certainty the truth from falsehood. This is not easy, for the Apostle Paul warns us that the devil can transform himself into an angel of light to deceive man.3 Elder Joseph was one of the few Athonites who had experienced the “sober intoxication” of divine grace and thus could clearly tell if something was from God, the demons, or one’s nature. As he himself explained: “We know that once someone has tasted wine, he can tell if they give him vinegar instead. This is how you should understand divine grace as well. One who has already tasted it recognizes delusion. For the demons imitate grace, but he who has eaten the fruit of truth, as we have said, knows the fruit of delusion.”4

			

	

My Tonsure

			I made it my rule to take everything Geronda told me as if it were from God. When I was a novice, the demons tried to shake my trust in Geronda. I resisted and said to them, “No! That will never happen.” They continued their attacks, and I responded, “If you want to fight, let’s fight! I refuse to succumb to those judgmental thoughts about Geronda. Over my dead body!”

			I confessed this warfare to Geronda. Seeing how much I was struggling, he wanted to test me as the experienced general that he was, and he said to me, “How are you going to survive? You’re so weak and full of thoughts. Just look at them all! I don’t think you’re going to make it.”

			I stood up straight and said firmly, “It’s simple; I will not succumb at all, through your prayers. I will throw myself into the heat of the battle, and whatever happens, happens. In no way will I be defeated by those thoughts.”

			“Fine, all right,” Geronda replied.

			That was it. Geronda got what he wanted. When he saw a weak youngster like me speaking with such courage, he said to himself, “Well, it looks like he has what it takes after all.”

			Apparently this was his test to see my determination to stay. In order to stay beside Elder Joseph, one had to be resolved to fight till death. Only if one is ready to die can one emerge victorious in spiritual warfare.

			Soon after this test, Geronda said to me: “Get ready; I’m going to make you a great-schema monk. But before this happens you will sign your death sentence: Whether you are in pain or ill, your sole thought will be that only death will separate you from here. Don’t expect any comforts or medical treatment. If you’re ready to die, stay. If not, leave.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda. Death it is.”

			Thus with my consent, he went ahead and tonsured me on Thursday, July 13, 1948. The strange thing is that he made me a great-schema monk after living with him for only nine months. Normally, much more time is necessary to test a novice. Nevertheless, those rules are flexible and depend on many factors. With his experience, Geronda judged that the time was right to reinforce my spiritual arsenal by tonsuring me then. To celebrate my tonsure, Geronda made loukoumades5 for everyone.

			[image: ]

			Elder Ephraim as a young disciple carving prosphora seals.
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			Work

			Eagerness at Work

			Geronda was eager with everything he did. He was first in vigil, first in church when we had Liturgy, and first at work. He constantly taught by his example. He worked very much and would only stop at the times allowed by our schedule. He told me, “When a monk realizes that he is working for God, he becomes very eager.”

			Geronda once told us the following story: “There was a monk who left his elder, and the others asked him, ‘Why did you leave him?’ ‘Oh, he made me work every day, even on Sundays and feast days.’ Afterwards, a great elder told him: ‘Your elder did the right thing. He knew that if he didn’t give you work, your mind would wander to improper things because you lack internal, spiritual work. Since he knew that you don’t have the ability to pray and meditate on spiritual things, and since he knew your mind would be scattered, he wisely gave you work to do so that the work would restrain your thoughts.’”

			Geronda never let us be idle because according to the patristic sayings, “idleness has taught people many evils,” and “idleness is the mother of all evils.” An idle person can’t produce anything to give as alms and doesn’t even earn his own bread. Primarily, though, the Fathers viewed monastic work as prayer and as a means of salvation, because when a person works, he should also be saying the Jesus prayer without stopping.

			

	

Our Handicraft

			Our handicraft was carving wood. We made eight to ten little crosses every day. Gero-Arsenios would cut up the poplar wood with a saw, then we youngsters would prepare the wood and carve the basic shapes, and Geronda finished them off by carving the details. Fr. Athanasios would then take them to the monasteries and exchange them for food or sell them to the shops in Karyes. We also sent some to America, and they would send us money in return.

			Geronda made magnificent carved crosses. He worked with great speed and skill. He was a real master at carving because his hands were very steady. He could carve a piece of wood while holding it with his other hand, whereas we could only carve wood by resting it on something first.

			He made only one kind of cross: the front depicted Christ on the cross, and the back had the Panagia. Had he wanted to, he could have made detailed carvings with great success, as we saw when he made something exceptional. But he didn’t like making carvings with great variety or fancy designs with fine details because the mental concentration required for such works would captivate the mind and prevent it from turning to God. Furthermore, if we made detailed works, more people would be interested, and we would lose our stillness; whereas our simple work fulfilled our goal, which was simply to provide for the needs of our brotherhood. Thanks to our carvings, we were able to cover all our needs, even though we didn’t have a garden or olive trees. Even so, this work was not easy. It did tire Geronda, as shown in the following excerpt from his letters: “I have grown old as if I were a hundred years of age due to all the sufferings and many changes I went through since my youth, when I was in my prime. First of all, through my handiwork, as you have seen from what I sent you, I toil with sweat to earn my bread.”1

			[image: ]

			Their tools.

			

	

Hiding in a Cave

			One day, Geronda and I were at the promontory of Mount Athos and had approached the caves of Russian ascetics. The place was fragrant and Geronda said, “Who knows what ascetics lived here and where they are buried?” So we searched to see if we could find some holy relics, but we didn’t find any. While I was searching, I discovered a small cave that can’t be seen from the sea. It was very damp and I had to duck my head to enter.

			Two years after my arrival, the police were looking for me. They wanted me to fulfill the military service that is mandatory for everyone who is not a monk. Even though I had already been tonsured a monk, they did not recognize my tonsure because we were still with the zealots, and thus I was not on the official monastic roster. Geronda was afraid that they would find me, so he hid me in that cave. Gero-Arsenios concealed the entrance so well that you wouldn’t even notice it if you passed in front of it. We put a narrow wooden bed in there, and I spent my time carving crosses. I wouldn’t see anyone all day. I would only go back to Geronda to pick up my food. All I did was keep vigil at night and carve all day. The quietude was wonderful, but I was unhappy because I was thinking about the other fathers who were working hard carrying heavy loads, while I was missing out. Finally, after Geronda could see that the danger had passed, he called me back.
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			Silence

			The Language of the Age to Come

			A very basic virtue required for progressing in noetic prayer is silence—not just being silent with the mouth of your body but primarily with the mouth of your soul: the mind, that is; for a scattered mind seriously hinders noetic work. Geronda constantly reminded us of the patristic saying: “Keeping silent for the right reason awakens one’s conscience before God.” And he told us that the more we keep silent and behave without boldness towards others, the more tears will come to us.

			Since Geronda had derived great benefit from keeping silent, he forbade us to speak to each other. He would only allow us to talk when absolutely necessary. In our brotherhood we did not know what idle talk meant; we were continuously saying the prayer. Geronda and Gero-Arsenios talked, but we youngsters would not speak to each other. We were always silent and timid in front of Geronda. Our silence was not so much due to the fact that Geronda would reprove us for speaking, but rather that we had so much reverence and so little boldness that we were unable to do something like that. We, speaking in front of Geronda? Not likely! Why would anyone want to have his head cut off?

			Furthermore, Geronda would not allow anyone to talk about outside news: to speak about so-and-so, what he did, how he was doing. We did not know what was going on outside our hut. He saw to it that there would be no idle talk. Criticism of others was nonexistent. When someone tried to say something like that, Geronda would strictly censure him saying: “You will lose the grace of God, you wretch, and then you’ll be kicking yourself. Why are you sitting around criticizing? What does it matter to you? There’s no room in here for news—only onwards! Silence and the prayer! Nothing else. We have not come here to pass our time. The devil is on the lookout, running here and there like a lion, watching to see whom he will find negligent, despondent, or in a careless state so that he can seize him. We must be careful.”

			That is how much he kept guard so that we would not speak idly and especially not judge the actions of some person outside our brotherhood. We didn’t even criticize each other; that was unknown in our brotherhood. We owe it all to Geronda because he never made negative comments about other people.

			Sometimes I misunderstood Geronda in humorous ways. To protect me from speaking with visiting laymen, he told me when I was a novice, “Whenever you see a layman, disappear; run away.” One day, a little while later, Geronda saw me drenched with sweat. “My child, what happened?” he asked with concern.

			“Geronda,” I replied, still gasping for breath, “I saw a layman coming and ran away to avoid him! I nearly had a heart attack running up those steep paths!”

			“Oh, that’s not quite what I meant, my child. He’s just a layman, not a demon!”

			

	

Teachings on Silence

			Geronda taught us that silence is something ideal and is loftier than all other virtues.1 He said: “If we take a scale and put all the virtues on one side and silence on the other, the scale will tilt towards silence; for when a monk is silent for the right reason, he will be praying or contemplating divine things. When he is silent and prays, he will have compunction, mourning, tears, peace, and tranquility. When a person is silent, he does not criticize, talk idly, tell lies, slander, or speak about vain matters. Thus, his soul will acquire grace. Silence brings compunction; compunction brings tears; tears bring purification; and purification makes a person worthy to see God. He sees God by mystically perceiving Him in his heart, and he sees things that one could never dream of or describe.”

			With such lofty teachings on silence, we could not and did not want to sit around chatting or criticizing others or speaking in front of Geronda. As a result, the members of our brotherhood never got upset at each other! Despite our strict silence, we had great love for one another. We would make sacrifices for each other. Even though externally we did not speak to each other, internally we embraced one another.

			

	

Silence with my Former Spiritual Father

			One day my former spiritual father, Fr. Ephraim from Volos, visited us. An older brother of our brotherhood had a conversation with him, but I didn’t dare, since I was just a youngster. Even though he was my spiritual father in the world and had significantly helped me to follow the monastic life, he was like a stranger to me in the sense that I would not say a word to him. How could I leave my Geronda and speak with him? So I didn’t speak with him at all.

			Geronda took me aside and said, “Koutsiko, do you see that brother speaking with your spiritual father?”

			“Yes, but I’m not speaking with him.”

			“I know you’re not speaking with him.”

			Geronda kept an eye on all of us, and nothing escaped his notice.

			I was thinking: “He is older, and I’m just a nobody. Who am I to talk?”

			“As much as you are silent now,” Geronda continued, “you will talk later in the Church. You will see this some day!”

			He was speaking prophetically, but how was I supposed to know what he meant? I believed that he was saying something important, but I couldn’t grasp it. I thought he meant I would go to some church and say something. But now that his prophecy has been fulfilled, I understand that he meant the Church of Christ, which I served by giving homilies on Mount Athos, in Greece, and throughout North America. I had no idea that something like that would happen because I was constantly thinking about death. That is why I assumed the only place I was going from that hut was to heaven.

			

	

The Fruits of Silence

			Silence generated stillness and tranquility within our souls, which automatically created compunction. Then divine inspirations—thoughts ignited by God’s grace—would enter our souls creating a warmth, a boiling of the heart. Frequently, the states of grace experienced in our prayer at night would last throughout the daytime. Such days would pass smoothly in complete peace, which in turn led to contemplation of God.

			Not only did we not speak idly, but we didn’t even let ourselves think of anything other than God. All this silence, prayer, and contemplation created mourning within our souls, but it was a good kind of mourning. No matter what we meditated on—whether it was death, God’s judgment, or our sins—the tears fell like rain.

			

	

Total Silence with Others

			One day, Geronda began to send me out to other places on Mount Athos to exchange the wooden crosses we had carved for food and other essentials. I would also run various errands, such as taking wheat to the mill and sending letters. Geronda told me, “When you leave our hut, you will speak with no one. Not one word will leave your mouth.”

			“May it be blessed.”

			“When people ask you, ‘Where are you from? What’s your name?’ you won’t say a word.”

			That was going to be quite difficult because in those days young monks on Mount Athos were rare, and the fathers would be curious to find out where I was from.

			

	

Silence with a Bishop

			One day Geronda told me, “Take these letters, go down to the harbor, and give them to the captain of the boat when it passes by. And watch out—if you speak with anyone, you’re finished!”

			So I took the letters down to the harbor, but the boat hadn’t arrived yet, and other monks were walking around on the dock. I said to myself, “I’ll sit down here under this olive tree so that the fathers don’t see me and talk to me, because then I’ll get in trouble.”

			I sat down and pulled out my prayer-rope. All of a sudden, I saw a venerable old man in his eighties coming down the path with a cane. It turned out that he was the bishop who would later ordain me. I had never seen him before, but I guessed right away that he was a bishop. I tried to hide behind the trunk of the olive tree, but the path was so close to it that he saw me. As soon as he saw me, he started heading right towards me! “Oh, no!” I said to myself. “Now, how will I escape? And he’s probably a bishop, too!”

			He came right up to me and leaned on his cane with both hands. “Just perfect!” I said to myself. “Now what do I do?” I lowered my head and started praying intensely, “Lord Jesus Christ, save me! Lord Jesus Christ, help me!”

			“So, my little monk, where are you from?”

			Silence.

			“Who’s your elder, my little monk?”

			I said nothing.

			“What’s your name? Don’t you have a mouth? Can’t you talk?”

			I still didn’t answer.

			“What’s your elder’s name?”

			I was still silent, even though he was a bishop!

			“My child, aren’t you going to speak to me?”

			I felt sorry for him, being such a venerable old man. I said to myself: “This poor old man isn’t about to leave. He is just going to bombard me constantly with questions.” So I decided to use my last resort, which Geronda allowed me to say in times of need: “Forgive me,” I said. “I don’t have a blessing to talk.”

			“Oh! You don’t have a blessing to talk! So if you get hungry, won’t you tell your elder, ‘I’m hungry, give me something to eat’?”

			I didn’t reply. That was all I was going to say. When the bishop realized that I wasn’t about to say anything else, he got up and headed for the dock. If I had only known that he would later ordain me! As soon as the boat came, I gave the letters to the captain and ran away! “Hey, Father!” he called out to me, but I didn’t even turn around.

			

	

Silent Shopping

			One other time, Geronda said to me: “Quick, get your sack. Go to St. Anne’s and buy persimmons. The only thing you are allowed to say is: ‘I want forty pounds of persimmons. How much do they cost?’ Pay and leave. Say one word extra, and it’s all over; you have no place with us. And if they offer you something to eat, you won’t accept it.”

			I broke out in a cold sweat. How will I get there? Who knows what I’ll find there? Nevertheless, I set off with Geronda’s blessing. When I arrived at the hut, I knocked on the door. Out came a venerable old monk who was barely able to stand on his feet. “Welcome, my little monk!” He joyfully said. “Come in!”

			I went in, and the other fathers received me with much love. They saw that I was just skin and bones and figured I would like something to eat.

			“Here, have this treat, my little child. It’s very nice. What’s your name?”

			I didn’t take their treat. Another monk asked, “Who’s your elder?”

			I just kept my head down without saying a word.

			“What do you want?”

			“Forty pounds of persimmons.”

			Then they realized. They thought, “He must have an order from his elder. Let’s not press him further.” They understood monasticism.

			“Here you go, my child,” they said to me as they gave me the persimmons.

			“How much do they cost?” I asked.

			They told me and I gave it to them.

			“Here, take one extra persimmon just for you. Look how nice and ripe it is!”

			I motioned “no” with my head.

			“Why won’t you take it?”

			I just lowered my head, and then he understood. So I took my sack of persimmons and left as quickly as I could. “I escaped without being disobedient!”

			As soon as I got back to Geronda, there was an examination.

			“Did you talk?” he asked.

			“I only said this and that,” I replied.

			“All right.”

			

	

Silence at the Mill

			Another day Geronda said to me: “Take this sack of wheat and go have it ground at the mill of St. Anne’s Skete. But listen: you will not speak with anyone, not even with the miller. You will give him the wheat and ask him only two things: when should you come pick it up and how much will it cost. You will not say a single word more than that.”

			So I loaded the sack of wheat on my back and headed out. At the mill worked a layman who wore a cassock and a skoufo even though he wasn’t a monk. I went to him and said, “Please grind this wheat for me. When should I come to pick it up and how much will it cost?”

			“And where are you from? Which elder do you have?”

			“Take the wheat and tell me when I should come get it,” I replied.

			“Hey, I’m talking to you,” he responded. “Where are you from and who is your elder?”

			I just lowered my head without speaking and gave him the wheat. “When should I come?” I asked again.

			He was a layman who didn’t understand monasticism. He interpreted my silence as disdain and got angry! “Why aren’t you telling me who your elder is?” After blowing up, he finally told me, “Come on such-and-such a day.”

			I bowed to him and left. The poor fellow had become quite angry! I had plenty of incidents like that. Obedience at times like that was not easy.

			

	

One Time I Spoke

			There was a hieromonk who frequently came to Geronda to seek his advice regarding thoughts that bothered him. Whenever he visited Geronda, I would take his blessing, but I would never speak with him.

			One day when I was down near the harbor, he happened to see me, and he called out to me, “Father John, Father John! (That was my name when I was still a novice.) I went to Volos and saw your mother.”

			He caught me off guard, and so I broke my silence and replied, “Forgive me, Father, but I don’t have a mother in Volos anymore. My mother is now the Panagia!”2

			That was it. “Oh, no! What did I do?” I thought to myself. I knew that as soon as I returned, I would be in deep trouble. Sure enough, as soon as Geronda saw me, he asked, “Did you speak with anyone?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“With whom?”

			“With Father so-and-so.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“I said this and that.”

			“You said that? Now you’ll see what I’m going to do to you!”

			“May it be blessed.”

			“First you are going to do two hundred prostrations, and tonight when you come to confess your thoughts, you are really going to get an earful from me!”

			“May it be blessed. Two hundred it is.”

			But before I had a chance to do those prostrations, Geronda wanted me to help him with some work.

			“Do this,” he said.

			“May it be blessed,” I replied and did it.

			“Do that, cut some wood, dig here.”

			“May it be blessed,” and I did all that.

			At this point, soft-hearted Gero-Arsenios started interceding for me: “Oh, come now, Geronda. I talk idly all day, and you never give me a penance! This youngster did one little disobedience, and you went and gave him two hundred prostrations. You’re too strict. You shouldn’t be so strict! Go on, forgive the little one. All he did was one small mistake, and you had to give him two hundred prostrations? That’s not right. That’s just not right.”

			Finally, he managed to talk Geronda out of punishing me. Geronda said, “Fine! I’ll forgive him since it was his first slip. But if he does it again, he’ll have to do this penance in addition to the penance I’ll give him for his next disobedience!”

			But by the grace of God, I never disobeyed him again.

			

	

The Talkative Father

			One disciple of Elder Joseph had the flaw of being talkative. At one point this started leading him into boldness with the others. He began telling the other fathers what to do. For example, he would tell me, “Put the kollyva here. Take the little table there.”

			Geronda saw what he was doing, but he decided to wait for the right moment to correct him. The poor father was probably thinking that he was just helping out and saving Geronda the trouble of worrying about details.

			Then one day when that father started saying again, “Put the kollyva here….”

			Bam! Geronda slapped him so hard that his head turned the other way. “Get the kollyva out of here!” Geronda told him.

			“Evlogison,” he replied.

			The next day, I saw that father and greeted him, “How are you, Father?”

			“Oh, what can I say? Last night I saw a dragon with a gaping mouth ready to devour me. Just when it was about to grab me, I heard Geronda’s voice shouting, ‘Be careful!’ Immediately the dragon disappeared. That slap I got from Geronda is what saved me from the dragon, because I was doing my own will. He slapped me and I realized my mistake.”

			

	

A Talkative Visiting Monk

			One day a monk came because he wanted to join our brotherhood, so Geronda tested him carefully to see what kind of person he was. Once, when Papa-Haralambos was working outside, this monk approached him and said, “Hey, Papa, what are you doing?”

			Geronda heard him and called out to him, “Come here! Leave Papa-Haralambos alone because when you go up to him, you keep him from saying the prayer.”

			A little later when we were all eating together, this monk pointed out, “Geronda, the ceiling is cracked!”

			Geronda grabbed his head and tilted it downwards. “This is where you should be looking,” Geronda said. “Your food is down here. What are you looking up for? When you’re with us, your head will be down. Where is your mind wandering?”

			Even though he wanted to become a member of Elder Joseph’s brotherhood, it did not happen. He came a few times and stayed for a total of only three weeks.

			

	

The Benefit of Silence

			I was literally saved by following Geronda’s rules for silence. How? If I hadn’t been completely silent but instead had talked with the people I met outside our brotherhood, they would have found out who my elder was, and they would have told me that he was deluded, since he didn’t live like the other Athonite monks. The majority of monks in those days misunderstood noetic prayer and watchfulness, and they interpreted such things as delusion. Hearing such criticism of Geronda would have ruined my trust in him, and then negative thoughts about him would have overwhelmed me.

			Naturally, my silence frequently exasperated the others, but that didn’t matter to me nearly as much as it mattered that I obey Geronda. Just think: all I did was obey a single order of Geronda’s, yet this was my salvation. It protected me when I was still vulnerable. Later when I was older, I finally did hear people criticize Geronda. By then, however, their empty words could not harm me because I had already come to know who Elder Joseph was. My experiences of his sanctity had already been implanted deeply within me, and I had already formed my opinion of him. Thus, when they tried to disparage Geronda, I merely felt sorry for their ignorance.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Vid. The Ascetical Homilies of St. Isaac the Syrian, pp. 307, 310.

				

				
					2 In Orthodox monasticism, novices are encouraged to become emotionally detached from their parents in the sense of Luke 14:26: “If any man come to me and hate not his father and mother … and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.” Furthermore, Athonite monks view the Panagia as their mother because of the particular care she has for them, as she promised in a revelation to St. Peter the Athonite.

				

			

		

	


			Fasting

			My First Great Lent

			On the day before my first Great Lent on the Holy Mountain, Geronda said to me, “Come here, Zavo!1 Do you know that the fast is about to start?”

			“Yes, Geronda. I know that we’re starting tomorrow.”

			“Do you realize what Great Lent means here on the Holy Mountain?”

			“I don’t know, but I’ll do it.”

			“Will you survive?”

			Even though I was so weak I could barely stand on my feet, I replied, “With your prayers, I will. When I was in the world, I fasted along with my mother.”

			Indeed, her example had helped me in fasting, vigil, and weeping. That blessed soul would keep a strict fast without oil every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. On those days she would eat only once a day after the ninth hour, i.e., after about 3:00 p.m. At night she would kneel in prayer for hours. The only light was from the oil-lamp in front of the icons. She would weep and lament throughout her nightly prayers. What is remarkable is that she accomplished this as a laywoman with a husband and three children.

			Geronda responded, “Forget about what you did in the world. Let’s see what you’ll do here! Things aren’t like that here. Here you are going to fast like never before.”

			“Whatever it is, I don’t mind.”

			“Here there will be no food or bread. Just kourkouti.”

			“Just kourkouti? May it be blessed.”

			“Yes, and our prayer rule doubles: we do twice as many prostrations and say twice as many prayer-ropes. The first three days we won’t eat anything, not even water. Then you will have one hundred grams of flour [about one cup of flour] stirred into your porridge with no sugar, only salt. We will have rusks only on weekends, but even then not as many as you want but a limited number.

			“I’m not afraid.”

			“Talking is one thing. We’ll see how you manage!”

			So we began. No food and very strenuous labor, which greatly benefited our souls. I was already very weak. You could have knocked me over just by blowing at me. But I managed to follow our brotherhood’s program.

			God sent us a blessing and made some wild greens sprout between the crags. Just seeing them would make you hungry! Geronda told us, “Go gather those greens that God has sent us.” Since they were bitter, Geronda boiled them and mixed them with flour. He told us, “This is what you will eat all week.”

			The first day it was fresh. The next day we put it in a container in a slightly cooler place underground. By the third day it had begun to froth because all the heat had begun to turn it sour. But Geronda said, “Sour or not, you will eat it!” And I did!

			Seeing that I was young and weak, Geronda said to himself, “He must be hungry.” Even though he himself was a tremendous ascetic and tested the intentions of his disciples constantly, he also had great discernment. So, to keep my spirits up, he called me and said, “Listen, Koutsiko: Day after tomorrow is the Sunday of Orthodoxy, and we will have a little oil with our food. Then the third Sunday of Lent will be the Veneration of the Cross; we will be approaching the end. We’ll have some more food with oil then. Soon afterwards will be Lazarus Saturday, which is the first resurrection. A few days later will be Holy Thursday, and we will receive Communion again and dye our Easter eggs. And then before you know it, Pascha will arrive, and we’ll be cracking each other’s Easter eggs!”

			

	

Extreme Ascesis

			Geronda kept all of the old food for Great Lent because he figured that during Lent we would be so hungry that we would eat anything. So whenever we saw Geronda saving lentils that had maggots, we knew that we would be having some “meat” during Lent. My stomach really suffered. As if the double prayer rule with a thousand prostrations didn’t wear us out enough, we also toiled all day hauling wood, wheat, and cement without speaking.

			After two or three weeks into Lent, I started trembling. So I said, “Geronda, I don’t think we can continue,” and he gave me a piece of bread and some water. By the time we reached Holy Week, I couldn’t take it any longer. My stomach ached, and I vomited again and again. Only with great difficulty could I stand up. Geronda saw me and said, “Next year I will be more lenient with you. You can have some beans once a week during the weekdays.”

			On Pascha, Geronda made magiritsa2 for us with parsley, rice, and an onion. But instead of throwing out all the innards of the fish, he rinsed them and cut them up into small pieces and added them to the soup! Lord, have mercy! But Geronda made it, so it had to be good! Even though it had a funny smell to it because of the innards, I ate it anyway. My stomach gave up, and I vomited everything.

			The fasting that Geronda made us do during my first Lent with him seemed very strict. But in previous years, he had kept an even stricter fast. Nowadays, we are so weak in soul and body that we can’t even imagine such ascesis. We never managed to fast as he and Gero-Arsenios did. In the old days, they would do extra fasts beyond what the Church prescribes. For example, they would decide not to eat any bread for a month. Instead, they would just boil some lentils. Or they would limit their diet to eating only bread.

			Shortly before Geronda’s repose, I tried explaining to a visiting monk how strictly he used to make us fast and how austerely he treated me. He didn’t believe me, though, because Geronda seemed so soft and gentle to him. This was because Geronda’s austerity had softened as the years passed. When people are young, they tend to be strict and demanding of others. Over time, though, they change. Geronda himself admitted that he was very strict at St. Basil’s Skete when he was young, especially in his first years of ascesis after his Elder Ephraim died. By the time Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia met him, he had already given up doing great ascetical feats.

			Simultaneously, his austerity towards others waned. As time passed, he found that it is preferable and more effective to act with love and to make concessions for other people’s weaknesses. Although he did reduce his austerity towards others as time passed, his zeal remained fiery until the end of his life—a rare feat. He accomplished this because he was incredibly demanding of himself, even though he was very gentle towards others.

			Never in my entire life have I met someone with greater self-denial and strictness of character. His body, however, could not bear the eagerness of his soul. Indeed, “the soul is willing, but the flesh is weak.”3 He spent all his youth, all his health, and all his life in ascesis in order to acquire the prayer and grace. As a result, his body filled with illnesses that led him to an early death.

			

	

Goatskin “Cheese”

			Since Geronda had grown up on Paros, where almost every family raised its own goats, he loved dairy products. So one day during Lent, he said, “Fr. Athanasios, find a goatskin bag for me.” Fr. Athanasios went searching high and low and finally brought back a goatskin bag. Geronda was delighted, and he filled it with all of the leftover pieces of cheese. Then he boiled a can of milk and poured that in as well. He did all this because he didn’t want those leftovers to go to waste. “Come on, everybody,” he told us, “we are going to have a wonderful Pascha. We will have goatskin cheese, and its aroma will fill the place!”

			Every now and then he would go to the goatskin and clean it because maggots were crawling up to the opening, and he would scrape them off with a knife. “Don’t pay attention to the outside,” he told us. “The inside is what counts!”

			When Pascha came, he opened the goatskin. Immediately a stench spread out, and the maggots escaped. I stood far away because it made my stomach turn, which was already weakened by the fasting, and I felt like vomiting. How could that mixture of canned milk and leftover cheese turn into cheese? Nevertheless, he and Gero-Arsenios forced themselves to eat the whole thing. He had enough discernment and compassion not to make us eat it, too.

			

	

Pascha

			On Pascha we still kept our schedule of doing our vigil all night. We didn’t have a single day off. The hymnology of the Church tells us: “By fasting, vigil, and prayer thou didst obtain heavenly gifts.”4 And Geronda told us, “If we don’t struggle like this, don’t expect any heavenly gifts.” These were not just theological theories, but Geronda himself led the way and set an example.

			We had a beautiful Pascha outside our chapel, beside the three little orange trees and the little fig tree. We did our Liturgy peacefully and quietly there in the wilderness all by ourselves. Geronda was so radiant for joy that he could not hold back the tears—not tears for his sins but for the light of the Resurrection! His soul could not hold it in, and it manifested itself as tears. We were singing “Christ is Risen,” while he wept like a little child! How beautiful it all was.

			As soon as Liturgy ended, according to the schedule I was supposed to go rest immediately and then wake up to cook for the fathers. But before lying down, I was processing the grace of the Resurrection that each of us had received. After resting, I woke up early and went out on the crags with my prayer-rope. How marvelous the beauty of the Resurrection is!

			I could hear the bells ringing in the monasteries of Dionysiou, Gregoriou, and even the Russian monastery with the second largest bell in the world. The sound mixed with the surf and produced a heavenly symphony like an organ. The sound was so magnificent that it moved me to contemplation: I said to myself, “I wonder, how is Pascha in Heaven? How do the angels chant? How do they sing those heavenly tunes?” I just sat there enjoying this contemplation while saying the prayer simultaneously. It was God’s grace of the Resurrection that offered this exquisite banquet beyond description. I also had the luxury of being out on the crags all by myself with no one but the birds. Geronda was still asleep.

			Later, Geronda woke up and shouted, “Vavouli! Vavouli! Hey, crooked-face! Come here right now!

			“Evlogison, Geronda.”

			“Where have you wandered off to? Get over here and start cooking. The fathers want to eat!”

			“May it be blessed. Right away, Geronda!

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 “Zavo” is a derogatory term denoting a person with a physical or mental defect, used in this case to promote humility.

				

				
					2 “Magiritsa” is a traditional Greek paschal soup made on Holy Saturday night. It comprises of well washed sheep’s small intestines cut into pieces, along with parsley, dill, and onion, and it is eaten at home right after the service of Pascha before going to rest. This is how the Greek Orthodox traditionally break the Lenten fast.

				

				
					3 Mt. 26:41.

				

				
					4 Vid. Apolytikion of St. Macarius, January 19.

				

			

		

	
		
			My Illnesses

			

	

Pascha

			After only a few months, the extreme ascesis and labors seriously undermined my health, especially after my first Great Lent with Geronda. I had pains in my chest and lungs. I was in the first stage of tuberculosis. I said to myself, “Well, it looks like it’s over for me.”

			Geronda said to me, “Well, my child, I had better make you a monk and send you off to the other life prepared. That’s that. We’ll send a little package up to God. It doesn’t look like you’re going to live; you can barely drag your feet.”

			Geronda wasn’t joking. He started preparing me for the other world by telling me stories about Fr. Ioannikios who died.1 But at the same time, he did whatever he could to keep me alive. He realized how weak I was and didn’t make me work as hard as the others. For months at a time he let me have oil and wine with my food every day, even during subsequent Lents. When he saw that this was not enough to revitalize me, he told me, “Go catch some fish, cook them, and eat them.”

			When he saw that even this was not sufficient, he sent someone to Daphne to buy some meat for me. “I’m going to eat meat?” I asked in wonder.2 “Yes,” Geronda replied. “And when you finish eating it, you will go buy some on your own. End of discussion. Here’s some money.” I continued eating meat until Geronda passed away.

			The other fathers were amazed to see how lenient Geronda was in terms of my diet since he was so strict with his own. Of course, he considered the labor of fasting a necessity for healthy people, but he had the discernment to make concessions for the sick. He knew that what is most important is that one has the fear of God.

			

	

Toothache

			A couple of years later, I had a cavity in one of my molars. The pain was absolutely unbearable! I said to Geronda, “Let me go have it removed.”

			“No. You will be patient.”

			“May it be blessed.”

			I went to go pray, but the pain went right to my brain. I felt like jumping out the window.

			“Geronda, this pain is going to make me lose my mind! It’s unbearable!”

			“Endure. Patience. Till death!”

			“May it be blessed. Patience.”

			Gero-Arsenios saw how much I was suffering and interceded for me. He went up to Geronda and said, “Geronda, you never had a toothache to know how much it hurts. If you had had one, then you’d know.”

			Indeed, Geronda never had any problem with his teeth and had no idea how excruciating that pain was.

			“How much does it hurt?”

			“How much?” Gero-Arsenios replied. “Do you realize that the pain goes straight up to your head, to your brain? You should ask me, since I know what I’m saying, and let him go have it removed.”

			“Let him be patient!”

			My dear Panagia! My head was pounding, and the searing pain went through all my nerves and was excruciating. Finally, since Gero-Arsenios kept interceding for me, Geronda said to me, “All right. Go to Fr. Artemios and have him pull it out with some pliers.”

			Gero-Artemios lived in St. Anne’s Skete with his two disciples. Although he had not studied medicine as a layman, he had acquired considerable experience over the years by taking care of monks’ medical problems. He was gifted with a knack for treating illnesses. His presence on the Holy Mountain was a real blessing for the many monks who needed immediate medical assistance there.

			Even so, how would he be able to remove a strong molar with just a pair of pliers? At the time, I didn’t realize how difficult that would have been, so I set off to find Fr. Artemios. At the time, Papa-Haralambos was already with us, and when he saw what was happening he said, “Oh, my! It’s all over. There’s no way this kid is going to make it back alive.”

			On my way, I passed by the central church of St. Anne and said, “My dear Saint Anne, please help me. I don’t know what’s in store for me. Please take away this pain from my tooth.”

			St. Anne felt sorry for me, and the pain immediately stopped! I pulled up some grass and chewed on it to test the tooth. It was fine! The pain had left, so I went back. As soon as Geronda saw me, he asked, “He already removed it?” Then I explained what had happened. “All right, then. Stay here. You got out of it.”

			

	

Extracting the Tooth

			The same tooth began hurting again two years later. I went to Geronda and asked him, “Is it blessed to have it removed?”

			“Go have it removed in Karyes, and come back the same day.”

			To go to Karyes from where we were, I would have to take the boat to Daphne, which would take two or three hours. From there I would have to walk uphill another two or three hours to reach Karyes. It would be quite difficult to return to Daphne in time to catch the last boat that would take me back to our huts, especially since there were no cars on the Holy Mountain back then. This is why most monks travelling to Karyes would stay overnight there. Geronda, however, told me, “You will not stay overnight in Karyes.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.”

			So I went to Karyes to the monk who was a dentist, Fr. Nikitas. As soon as he saw my tooth he said, “Oh, my poor, little monk! How can I pull out this tooth? It would be a shame to. Let me just fix it up, since it’s in such good condition. If I remove it, you’ll need three false teeth to take its place. It would be much better to keep your real tooth.”

			“Geronda told me to have it removed,” I told him.

			“Come on, let me fix it for you. It’s a shame for a young man like you to lose a tooth and end up with false teeth.”

			“Geronda told me to have it removed, so you will remove it!”

			“Oh, well,” he replied sadly. He understood; he was also a monk. It was a crazy thing to do, but it was a matter of obedience. So after injecting some anesthesia, he pulled and pulled. The molar was not coming out easily. As he kept pulling, I realized what would have happened to me the first time it hurt, when Fr. Artemios was going to pull it out with pliers and no anesthesia. After pausing a few times to catch his breath, Fr. Nikitas finally removed it.

			“Here’s your tooth!” he said. “I’m going to keep this one because it came out for no reason.”

			“How much do I owe you?”

			He told me, and I paid him. I got up to leave, but he said, “Hey, where are you going?”

			“I’m going back to our huts.”

			“What do you mean? If you start bleeding on the way there, I’m the one who will get in trouble.”

			“Whether or not you get in trouble, I’m leaving. Geronda told me to return immediately, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

			Poor Fr. Nikitas must have been saying to himself, “Ah, there’s no reasoning with this young monk. He’s dead-set on his obedience!” He gave up on me and said, “Let me at least put a little medicine on your gum to help it heal. If it starts bleeding we’ll have real problems. And when you get to Daphne, rinse your mouth with seawater and replace the cotton.”

			“All right,” I replied. I did as he told me and went straight back to Geronda.

			Geronda didn’t fool around. He would tell you to be obedient, and if your soul departs while doing what he told you, so be it.

			

	

Anthrax

			A few years later (after Geronda had changed his opinion about doctors) I caught anthrax, which is a deadly skin infection. If we had delayed even one day to have it treated, I would have died. Geronda sent me just in time to a doctor who treated it with an antibiotic cream, herbs, and injections. Thus I regained my health and survived. The other fathers in the skete congratulated me, “You barely escaped death, Ephraim!”

			Out of respect for them I didn’t respond, but I was thinking, “What are you saying, Fathers? Too bad I didn’t die! Oh, how wonderful it would be to die now when I have Geronda to pray for me and have the grace of God and am covered by obedience! What do I have to fear? What could possibly make me lose my salvation?”

			I was not at all afraid of death then, because Geronda had prepared us for it. “I made ready, and I was not troubled,”3 says the Prophet David. Geronda told us stories about various people’s deaths, which made us feel like “strangers and sojourners”4 here on earth, which is what we really are.

			

	

Geronda’s Opinion about Doctors

			Shortly before Geronda’s repose, I fell ill. Out of obedience, I wasn’t planning on seeing a doctor, since I thought Geronda disapproved of them. When I told him about my illness, he said to me:

			“You are a weak person; you need to see doctors. Don’t pay attention to what I did and what I used to believe.5 If necessary, you can even take medicine. This is one lesson that took me years to learn. Now that I am old, I realize that concessions are necessary. As wise Socrates said, ‘I grow old learning something new every day.’”

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 See here.

				

				
					2 An ancient tradition is that monastics must abstain from eating meat for the sake of self-mortification. Gravely ill monastics, however, may eat meat according to the Interpretation of Canon LI of the Holy Apostles in The Rudder.

				

				
					3 Ps. 118:60.

				

				
					4 cf. Ps. 38:16.

				

				
					5 See here regarding his previous opinion about healing by faith.

				

			

		

	
		
			10. 

			A Blessed Brotherhood

		

	


			A Man of Love

			Almsgiving

			We were a blessed brotherhood, centered around our illumined elder full of experience, who guided our souls straight to Christ. We were like a small cenobium. Geronda highly praised the cenobitic way of life but didn’t criticize the idiorrhythmic monasteries. He even told us about a few contemporary cenobia that were renowned for their spiritual life. He held their orderliness in high regard, because when a cenobitic monk has his work cut out for him, his food ready, the church services set, all his needs taken care of, and submits to the cenobitic rules with obedience, his salvation is easy. The same applied to us because we simply obeyed Geronda and didn’t have to worry about anything else.

			Geronda’s boundless love towards others was manifest in his two-fold almsgiving: material and spiritual. Materially, he took care to give whatever he could to others, in terms of food, clothing, and shelter. Spiritually, he cared for their salvation primarily with his constant prayers and his many letters.

			Geronda was never afraid of giving away so much that there would be nothing left for himself and his brotherhood, because he knew that St. John the Baptist would again take care of their needs. It was completely justified for them to have such trust in their protector. Fr. Athanasios told us that once when they were doing ascesis on top of Mt. Athos and were hungry, St. John the Baptist appeared to them and gave them bread with his own hands.

			He was also very careful to be frugal with our belongings. Quoting the Bible and patristic writings, he taught us the values of living frugally and treasuring the tiniest morsel of food so as not to lose God’s blessing. This is why whenever he dropped a grain of wheat or a small piece of dried bread, he would always bend down and pick it up, even later in life when he had difficulty moving. He told us, “Discarding anything, no matter how small, is considered being wasteful. I know that our protector [St. John the Baptist, to whom our chapel was dedicated] cares for us and supplies us with everything we need, for I have frequently seen him tossing many things we need into our enclosure. This made me realize that since he is giving things to us, we must not let them go to waste.”

			On a permanent basis Geronda provided for several weak, old monks in the wilderness by sending them everything they needed—especially cooked foods. He gave things away so freely that sometimes the other fathers in his brotherhood complained because there wouldn’t be enough flour left for them. But he didn’t worry because he had absolute trust in God’s providence.

			One day back in 1940, Elder Joseph began to feel great agony and pain while praying. As he continued to pray, he was enlightened with knowledge about some great evil that was about to befall mankind. Immediately after this enlightenment, he stopped everything else he was doing and devoted himself to prayer day and night. With great pain and streams of tears he begged God to have mercy on the world. Since he was isolated in his cave, he didn’t really know what was happening in the world. Nevertheless, he continued his fiery prayers. A few days later someone informed him that Italy had declared war on Greece on October 28, 1940. Who knows how many people were saved by Geronda’s prayers!

			In the following year came the horrible German occupation of Greece. The ruthless conquerors usurped all Greek produce for their war campaign. As a result, a great famine spread across all of Greece, and the Holy Mountain was no exception. An estimated 300,000 Greeks died of hunger from 1941 to 1942, primarily in the cities.

			This dark time became an opportunity for Geronda to show his compassionate heart. Until then, he would not open his door easily because he was a great hesychast and did not want to lose his stillness. But now, out of his great love he perceived that he should sacrifice his stillness for a little while in order to help his neighbor as much as he could during those difficult times. Geronda said, “If we have something, we shouldn’t keep it only for ourselves because that would not be right. We shouldn’t eat it by ourselves, but we should share it with others.”

			He and Fr. Arsenios would take whatever old clothes people had sent to him, go down to the shore, and sell them for some flour. They even sold their own clothes and wore sacks instead of cassocks. Then Geronda would use that flour to make bread, and then he invited all the poor ascetics, and even people passing by, to come and eat. Despite his own poverty, he offered everything he had so generously that everyone was saying, “Elder Joseph’s cell is the house of St. Sampson the Hospitable!” From then on, the unjust rumors about him gradually died down, even though they never entirely disappeared.

			The flour they had bought by selling their clothes didn’t last long. As soon as it was gone, Geronda said to Fr. Arsenios, “Quick, go up to the mountains and gather wild chestnuts. Bring them back here, and then we’ll grind them up, cook them, and have something for us and the poor people to eat.” He invited all the unwanted people to come and eat with him. He justified himself by explaining: “Everyone wants the good people, but no one wants the gruff ones. It would be better for us to die feeding them.” Helping so many people tired him and Fr. Arsenios, but he said, “It doesn’t matter; love! Love! Now is the time to profit through love and almsgiving.”

			Some of the poor people, even though they left well-fed, stole some of the few grapes they had. Fr. Arsenios was scandalized by this ingratitude of theirs, but Geronda was very forbearing and compassionate. He calmly covered their fault with his love and said, “Father Arsenios, it’s okay. They just wanted some fruit after dinner!”

			Geronda’s love did not stop there. He even went with Fr. Arsenios to care for an old monk with fleas and mites (before he had a brotherhood). As a result, they were constantly plagued with fleas and mites, which drank the little blood left in them after all their fasting and hardships.

			After the war they resumed their schedule, although Geronda still fed anyone who passed by his hut. There were very many solitary monks and poor laymen who would come for a plate of food. Geronda would be burning up, standing in front of the fire to fry some fish for them, while they sat around like pashas and ate. In the meantime, I was working so hard making wooden prosphora seals that my chest hurt. Geronda wanted me to make seals so that we would have enough money to buy food for all of our visitors.

			When Geronda was about to distribute the fish, one of them grabbed the tail, since it is the best part. Someone else gave him a kick under the table. “Wait, boys! Wait now!” Geronda exclaimed. “You can’t take the tail. He gets the tail. You take this.” It was tiresome caring for them, but Geronda’s love would not let him do otherwise.

			Geronda was very sweet and polite in his manners towards everyone except us his disciples. The only reason why he was strict with us was because his paternal love wanted to heal our passions. He would not speak with others the same way he would speak to his disciples. He wrote about himself, “I love everyone. I am so agreeable that even though there are so many different ways of thinking, each person who talks with me thinks that I am on his side. I do not drive anyone to despair, even if I know that he is deluded. Since I realize that he will not listen even if I speak, why should I vex him and grieve myself as well?”1

			

	

Divine Love

			Elder Joseph reached the pinnacle of life in Christ: divine love. Near the end of the pamphlet he wrote for hesychasts entitled “A Spirit-moved Trumpet,” he explained that “fulfilling the commandment of love through works done for mutual brotherly love is one thing, and the action of divine Love is another,”2 which is what only the perfect attain. He then described the manner of mystical ascent by which he himself had acquired divine love as follows:

			When we walk in simplicity, keep the commandments, and patiently and persistently seek divine love with tears and pain, guarding Jethro’s sheep like Moses3—that is, guarding the good and spiritual movements and meditations* of the nous during the heat of the day and the frost of the night of continuous battles and temptations, which we crush with our struggle and humility—then we are counted worthy of seeing God and the Bush in our hearts, burning with the divine fire of Love, burning but not consumed. And having approached it through noetic prayer, we hear the divine voice in a mystery of spiritual knowledge saying, “Put off thy sandals from thy feet!”4 That is, put off from yourself every self-will and worry for this age as well as all childish thoughts, and be subject to the Holy Spirit and His divine will, “for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.”5

			And once such a person puts off everything, he is entrusted with the responsibility to protect the people, and he inflicts wounds on Pharaoh—that is, he discerns and governs through divine gifts, and conquers the demons. Then he receives the divine laws—not on stone tablets, as Moses did, which wear out and break, but rather in divine engravings of the Holy Spirit which act in our hearts. And not only ten commandments, but as many as his nous, knowledge, and nature can contain. Afterwards, he enters into “that which is within the veil.”6

			When the divine cloud descends in a pillar of fire of Love, he becomes all fire as well. He is unable to endure any longer, and the divine action of Love within him cries out to the fountain of Love through human lips, “What shall separate me from Thy sweet Love, O Jesus?”7 And when the breeze blows even more—whether in the body or out of the body, God knows;8 whether within the hut or out in the open air, God knows—he who has experienced this knows only this: that he has totally become fire with the fire, and shedding tears of love, he cries out in amazement and astonishment, “Stop, O sweet Love, the waters of Thy grace, for the joints of my body have come apart!”

			As he says this, and while the wind of the Spirit is blowing upon him with His marvelous and ineffable fragrance, his senses cease, not permitting any bodily action at all. And entirely captivated and enclosed in silence, he can only marvel at the riches of the glory of God until the divine cloud passes. He remains as one crazy, as from wine all ecstatic.9

			After Elder Joseph acquired the inexhaustible spring of love in his heart, his love overflowed to everyone around him and to the entire world. This is why he told us that love of Christ for one’s neighbor is given to him who prays “in spirit and in truth.”10 Out of his great love, he was eager to suffer for others. This sometimes made him say to others, “Let me be accountable for your sins before Christ! Let me be accountable!” He would not be accountable, of course, but his love made him say even that.

			

	

Compassion for the Misfortunate

			Another aspect of his spontaneous love for his neighbor was his compassion for the misfortunate. Father Timothy11 (who joined our brotherhood in 1958, following the advice of Elder Philotheos Zervakos) told us that he realized that Geronda was a saint because of his love for his neighbor. An example of Geronda’s love that he could never forget even after forty years had passed, was an episode he related as follows:

			One day a layman who lived across from Mt. Athos came to Geronda bringing four dozen eggs. The poor fellow was poverty-stricken, and he was hoping that Geronda would give him some money for the eggs. He was so poor that he travelled fifty miles just to sell some eggs!

			On his way up the rocky path to Geronda’s hut, he slipped and broke all the eggs. He knocked on our door, but we had already eaten and withdrawn to our cells to sleep. He kept knocking on the door. Geronda heard him and said to Gero-Arsenios, “Go and see who is knocking so persistently.”

			“But Geronda, this is not the time for me to go see who’s knocking,” Father Arsenios objected, because they would almost never open their gate at that hour. Strangely, however, Geronda told Father Arsenios again, “Go and see.”

			So he went and opened the door only to see a poor man weeping with a dripping egg basket. Geronda said, “Bring him in! Bring in the man!”

			Fr. Arsenios asked, “What can we do with these eggs the way they are?”

			Geronda took the eggs and asked, “How much do they cost, my child? Here, take it. May God be with you.”

			The next day Geronda cleaned all the egg-shells out of them and cooked them, and then we ate them.

			Geronda’s love transcended the normal dimensions of daily life. His spirit was not limited by space and time, but through God’s grace it extended and embraced the entire world. Many times we would see him calmly immersed in himself. His sad look and distant facial expression gave the impression that he was somewhere else. Sometimes when we saw him sigh lightly and be in anguish, we would ask him what was happening. With pain he would reply, “Someone is in distress, my children.” Other times he would say, “So-and-so is suffering and is asking for help.” Sure enough, a few days later Geronda would receive a letter from that person asking for his prayers. When we would inform him about someone’s misfortune, he would weep.

			When someone had done something kind for us, he would never forget it, and he would look for ways and opportunities to repay it with something greater if he could. But he would complete expressing his gratitude through his prayer. He would pray for hours on end with tears for the entire world and especially for people he knew who had asked for his prayers.

			

	

Advice to Pilgrims

			Another expression of his love for his neighbor was his eagerness to edify all who sought his enlightened advice, whether in person or by mail. In those days, however, there were very few lay visitors on Mount Athos. Most people who visited Elder Joseph were monks from other monasteries and sketes. Occasionally a parish priest from Greece would come. One layman who visited him, Dr. Constantine Cavarnos,12 described his visit in detail as follows:

			Upon seeing Father Joseph, I greeted him with the traditional, universal salutation on the Holy Mountain “Evlogeíte!” (“Bless!”). To this, he responded, similarly in the traditional Athonite manner, with the words: “O Kyrios.” That is, “May the Lord bless you!”

			I identified myself very briefly and stated my reason for visiting him, namely to hear what he had to say about leading a spiritual life while living in the “world,” especially about the practice of mental prayer.

			He led me inside his kalyva, a rather small house, sat on the floor, and gestured for me to sit to his right, to converse on the spiritual life. It seems to me that he wanted our conference to take place thus seated as a lesson in humility. The virtue of humility is one which he emphasizes frequently in his Letters.…

			The first thing we discussed was Confession. He began speaking as follows:

			“Man cannot escape God’s eye, even as regards the smallest things, even in the most secret places; for God is present everywhere. He cannot lie to God, without God knowing that he is lying. So when a person confesses, he must tell the confessor the full truth about his deeds, thoughts, and feelings, hiding nothing. Such confession is essential for one’s spiritual health and progress. It is a most important means of inner purification.”

			Then the elder asked me if I read the Gospels. I replied that I did, often.

			“It is good to read them daily,” he said. “Read also the Old Testament, especially certain parts of it, such as the Psalms. The Great Collection of Lives of Saints… is a very comprehensive work which I strongly recommend. The best time to read such writings is in the evening.

			“Don’t neglect prayer,” he went on. “Practice especially mental prayer, prayer of the heart, saying: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me.’ This is the most important form of spiritual work.”

			Upon hearing this, I asked him: “But how can one practice this prayer in the world, where he is in the midst of so many cares and distractions?”

			“Set aside an hour each day, preferably in the evening before going to bed, and practice it continuously during that time. I suggest also strongly that you read The Way of a Pilgrim. This book shows the importance of the prayer, and the manner in which it is to be practiced. The first part of this work is more valuable than the sequel [i.e., The Pilgrim Continues His Way], which seems to have been added by another author.”

			“Some persons say that this prayer is hazardous for one’s sanity,” I remarked.

			“Of all forms of prayer,” said Joseph, “this is the safest and best, provided it is combined with inner attention, so that the mind does not wander off, and that one follows the instructions of an experienced spiritual guide.”

			“At first,” he continued, “this prayer should be said orally. Later, it should be said mentally, though even then it should be said orally when one cannot concentrate too well on it. As we practice this prayer, it becomes an inner activity that goes on unceasingly. And it gives results. You need not accept this assertion on trust. Your own experience will prove it. Experience proves the prayer of Jesus to be very effective as a means of purifying the heart and mind, of opening up the mind and revealing to it untold spiritual treasures.…”

			“Man’s chief aim should be to find God. In finding God, he finds true happiness. The interior prayer we have been discussing leads man to Him. We can never thank God sufficiently for revealing Himself to us. We can never even thank Him enough for the other goods He bestows upon us. God need not have created man: He had hosts of angels. Yet He created man and countless marvellous things for him.”

			During the entire conversation, Father Joseph spoke calmly and unaffectedly. He impressed me as being a genuine mystic, a true saint.13

			In 1955, Stylianos Papadopoulos spent seventy days on the Holy Mountain in order to copy manuscripts of unpublished writings of the Watchful Fathers. Fr. Theocletos of Dionysiou said to him: “In order to comprehend what you are reading and copying, you must speak with advanced workers of noetic prayer here on the Holy Mountain.” One of the monks he recommended meeting was Elder Joseph. Stylianos described his visit with Elder Joseph as follows:

			… Everything they had was very simple and poor. They didn’t even have the bare necessities. Nevertheless, everything was tidy…. While I was waiting for Elder Joseph, I saw his disciples cutting beams and planks, wearing raggedy, discolored cassocks. They were so concentrated and absorbed in their work that I don’t think they even noticed me. Although they had sharp facial features and sunken cheeks, their faces radiated tranquility.

			When Elder Joseph came, I noticed that his cassock was not raggedy and it was not discolored. He sat on a low stool and had me sit on another stool across from him. He asked me with simplicity who I am, what I am doing on the Holy Mountain, etc. I answered him mechanically because unconsciously I was observing his face, his expressions, and the tone of his voice. There was a meekness about him—almost a kind of sweetness and joy. There was no trace of roughness or gruffness, with which—as I found out later—he showered his disciples.

			He was not interested in the research I was doing—copying manuscripts. He did, however, jump at the opportunity to answer my elementary questions about noetic watchfulness and prayer. Then his words flowed effortlessly with many clarifications and explanations that I hadn’t even asked for. Besides, I wouldn’t have known what to ask. Perhaps my eyes that were rooted to his face betrayed my being puzzled, but he anticipated my questions and answered them before I even asked them. He spoke about the difficulties of prayer and about how prayer gradually becomes easier with God’s help.

			You could tell that you were speaking with a great expert at these matters who had learned from his own experience. You would entrust yourself to him without any reservations. You would feel complete certainty that the things he was explaining about the spiritual struggle are exactly as he was saying.

			The strange thing was that he was explaining all these things to a clueless student. I wonder, didn’t he suspect that I lacked the qualifications to grasp this sacred process of the work of watchfulness? After all, I was so naïve that I asked him precisely how noetic prayer of the heart is done. The blessed elder replied with a disarming simplicity—like that of a small child answering when asked his name—and showed how one should sit down and pray, where he should rest his chin, what he should do with his breathing, how he should try not to get disappointed, how love enters the heart, and how tears come to the eyes. I had the feeling that I was witnessing a sacred ritual, which I grasped only partially with my mind but absorbed much more with my heart.14

			One day Father Panteleimon (a monk at the Monastery of St. Panteleimon) visited us because he had heard about Elder Joseph. When Geronda received him and spoke with him at night, that monk saw a divine light around Geronda. Not only this, but Father Panteleimon’s inner state—which was full of turmoil when he came—suddenly became peaceful as soon as he approached Geronda. He was even more impressed at what Geronda said to him. Decades later, he could still remember that discussion. To paraphrase what he said:

			It was as if a cataract had started flowing—a river of living water. He had a soft voice but spoke so quickly and so munificently, without effort, just like running water, cascading. He said simple things and always spoke from the Scriptures, from the holy Fathers, and especially from St. Isaac the Syrian. Yet the way he put things together and articulated them was like a revelation, as if I had heard them for the first time. He had the gift of conveying to someone—whoever he was—a taste of what he was speaking about, which he himself had experienced.

			After speaking with him, I was ecstatic. I said to myself, “Oh, my! I found a person just like the saints in the old days that we read about in books!”

			I once said to him, “I never heard anyone speak like this!” Later I wrote him a letter telling him how much I waited for his letters to come because I never found in any books the things he would write. He replied, “You like what I tell you because it is not from books. It is from living experience. No one told me these things; I found them through my own experience. That’s why they seem so edifying to you.”15

			

	

Written Advice

			Elder Joseph’s reputation as a true saint and wise spiritual guide led many people to send him letters seeking his advice. He was eager to answer them all, but there were so many that this was not always possible, as is evident from the following lines he wrote to someone who complained that he hadn’t written to him:

			I, the unfortunate one, don’t even have time to respond to those who write to me. How much less to whoever doesn’t write. Don’t you know, my child, that your letter incites me to write? Don’t you know that as a monk, I also have many spiritual obligations that do not let me be idle for even a minute? For I am obliged to pray for all of you. So instead of writing a letter, I compensate for it with prayer.… Therefore, do not complain, because whatever I do, I do it with knowledge and the fear of God.”16

			After finishing his ten-hour vigil, he would light an oil-lamp (instead of a kerosene lamp because they smell bad), prop up a wooden plank on two supports, and answer letters. The reason why his letters were so powerful and inspired was because the replies he wrote to his spiritual children were the fruit of prayer. In the morning, he would give me the letters, and I would take them down to the harbor and give them to the boat when it passed by.

			He helped countless souls with his letters. He even wrote to people living abroad in Germany, Paris, and America, because they were all eagerly seeking to learn noetic prayer from him.17 He in turn was eager to help them, as is evident from the following words he wrote to someone:

			See to it that you clearly write down your confession since the time you were little. Write down everything very clearly. Do not hurry when you write, but send it quickly, lest I die. I want you to be benefited by me—not by someone else—so that I may say before Christ, “Behold, I and the children whom Thou, O God, hast given me.”18

			The demons, however, took revenge on Elder Joseph for the salvific work he was doing, as we can see from the following excerpt from his letters:

			I ask your love to pray hard for me. For I have many souls that seek my help. And believe me: for every single soul that receives my help, I experience the warfare that it has.19

			

	

Monastic Wisdom

			In 1979, the Holy Monastery of Philotheou published a collection of his letters with the title An Expression of Monastic Experience. (The title of the English translation is Monastic Wisdom.) This book has been reprinted numerous times, translated into many foreign languages,20 and benefited thousands of souls. His Eminence Hierotheos Vlachos expressed his admiration for this book with the following comments:

			It is not easy to write fully my thoughts about the highly spiritual book Monastic Wisdom, because when one approaches the writings of experienced holy Fathers, one feels truly mystified since at such times one approaches a land of fire, a colossal nuclear reactor in which all conventional thermometers melt down. In order to express oneself appropriately, one must be at the same level, or at least approach somewhat the life in the Holy Spirit that the ever-memorable Elder, hermit, and hesychast lived.…

			As one reads the letters of Elder Joseph the Hesychast, he perceives that a scent of theology emanates from them—that is, that these are theological texts. Unfortunately, we have formed the impression that theology is lofty theories; scientific, theological analyses; understanding theological terms; quoting historical, theological events, etc. However, true Orthodox theology is experience; it is knowledge of God which is given to the person whose heart and nous [i.e., mind] have been purified and illuminated.

			The book of the blessed great hesychast, Elder Joseph, is a significant and wonderful summary of the Philokalia of the holy Watchful Fathers of the Church, and it ranks equal to the Philokalic literature. One could stress that it is the best introduction to interpreting the Philokalia. I remember that since the first time I read this book, I realized its great value for understanding the terms of the patristic tradition used by the Watchful Fathers. In his writings, Elder Joseph analyzes terms with amazing facility and extraordinary ease, in a “digested” way.…

			Elder Joseph, as is evident from his writings… is characterized by a sensitive heart, full of paternal love and affection—a love that melts even the most hard and rough heart.… This is the kind of heart a person has who has become one with God, who has acquired a heart of compassion and consolation, who has been united with God, and has acquired His love for the entire world.…

			[T]his wonderful book of Elder Joseph the Hesychast… shows not only the height of the vision of God, but also the multifarious struggle to ascend eagerly the ladder leading to God. It can help all classes of monks and struggling Christians.…

			[His] book, An Expression of Monastic Experience [the Greek title of Monastic Wisdom], could very well have been titled: An Expression of Prophetic or Apostolic or Martyric or Patristic or Hesychastic/Philokalic Experience.

			Elder Joseph reached lofty levels of perfection; he knew God from experience.… His spiritual maturity, however, was not the fruit of a fictitious spiritual state and moralistic exercises, but the fruit of a spiritual struggle, the fruit of synergy. He struggled hard; he fought against the devil; he lived ascetically with insatiable hatred towards the devil and the “old man” (cf. Rom. 6:6), as is evident in all his writings.21

			Elder Joseph was unlettered in worldly knowledge—he had only finished fourth grade in elementary school. But he was wise in things divine, for he was taught by God. The University of the Wilderness taught him what we basically need: the divine. This is why he could clearly expound upon divine matters found in the Bible and patristic writings with such great ease.

			

	

His Discernment

			When a radio was brought for the first time to the Holy Mountain, the old monks who had been away from the rest of world for decades were thunderstruck. When some of the simpler monks saw how enchanted everyone was by it, they exclaimed, “That box is demonic!”

			Others tried to explain, “No it’s not; it’s just a modern invention.”

			“Impossible!” objected the simpler monks. “How can all those musical instruments we hear playing fit inside that little box? They can’t. Therefore, it must be demonic!”

			Some of the fathers were so convinced that they even made a rule: Whoever listens to the demonic box without covering his ears cannot receive Communion!

			Even though Elder Joseph had never heard about a radio, he was extremely sharp and knew it must be an invention. He thought their simplicity was hilarious! But to put an end to their disagreements, he told the others: “Listen; here is how we shall determine if the box is demonic or not. We will have a priest bring the artophorion [which contains Holy Communion] and place it on the box. If it’s demonic, the box will burst, since the demon won’t endure being with Christ. But if the music keeps playing, then we’ll know it’s an invention.”

			So a priest brought an artophorion, and the box didn’t explode. Then they all agreed that the box was an invention, and all the monks who had listened to it were delighted because they were free to receive Communion!

			

	

Compassion for the Possessed

			Along with the poor, Geronda also accepted possessed laymen who came to have some food and get well. They would stay as long as they wanted and then leave on their own. Because of their condition, they were unable to stay for long in one place. Anyone who lacks internal consolation from God seeks it by moving from place to place and from person to person.

			Geronda’s compassion for the possessed, those unfortunate people who are tortured by legions of unclean spirits, was evident when he was still a layman. When he visited the reliquary of St. Gerasimos in Kefalonia, out of extreme humility he pretended to be possessed also, and they put him with the rest of the possessed people there. The monastery’s priest passed by every day to read the exorcism prayers of St. Basil the Great for them. Seeing their condition broke Francis’s (i.e., Geronda’s) heart, and he urged them all to do full prostrations along with him. He began doing them while saying, “Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. Saint Gerasimos, help us and free us!”

			The possessed people, however, instead of doing full prostrations lay down and swung their left legs back, showing in this manner their demonic lack of submission and sham repentance. When Francis saw their diabolical trickery, he cried out to them, “What’s that you’re doing? That’s not how to do prostrations!” They responded, “These are prostrations with a tail! By swinging our legs we are sending them to our leader.” He was appalled to hear such blasphemous words, but he understood the horrible tragedy of those poor people and felt more love and compassion for them.

			When the monastery’s priest came the next day to read exorcisms, he noticed how Francis differed from the rest of the possessed people, and he ordered the wardens to take him away since he was fine.

			

	

Possessed Haralambos

			When Geronda was still at St. Basil’s Skete, a possessed person named Hara-lambos came to him. Everywhere he went he was rejected. Geronda felt sorry for him and didn’t want to turn him away. He said to Fr. Arsenios, “Let’s keep him so he can rest a little and so his heart can be warmed. He is a human being, too.” To make him get well, Geronda enforced a strict fast on him, following the words of the Lord: “This kind can come forth by nothing, but by prayer and fasting.”22

			One day as Geronda and Fr. Arsenios were returning from the summit of Mt. Athos, someone met them on the way and told them that Haralambos had locked himself in the shed and wouldn’t come out. He had locked all the doors and windows and had taken the keys, too. He just sat there and ate whatever he found: onions, garlic, everything. He even started eating some shoes!

			“Haralambos!” Geronda shouted from outside. “Come out!”

			“I want to live ascetically!”

			“Open up! Come out, you!”

			“I want to become an ascetic!”

			“Open up, and I’ll make you an ascetic!”

			They begged him very much, but he still wouldn’t open.

			“Now, I’ll fix you,” Geronda said. “Arsenios, go get a screwdriver.” After finding one, they unscrewed the hinges and removed the door. As Haralambos came out, Geronda scolded him and said to him, “Hey! Why did you lock the doors and leave us outside?”

			“Because there were potatoes and onions inside, and I wanted to be an ascetic by eating them by myself!”

			He got well in a little while through Geronda’s prayers and fasting. Geronda was very experienced at casting out demons. Haralambos left but got possessed again. Three times he came possessed to Geronda, and each time he left cured. But back in the world the demons would overcome him again. 

			Later, we heard that he wound up in a mental institution. When he was there, he killed the son of one of the nurses. They asked him, “Why did you kill the boy?” 

			He replied, “I killed a demon.” 

			The demon that was inside him had come out and appeared to him in front of that boy. As soon as Haralambos saw the demon, he somehow found an axe and struck him. But instead of striking the demon, he killed the boy and ended up in jail.

			

	

The Constable

			Soon after I joined Geronda’s brotherhood, a constable came to visit us. He was a tall, hefty young man. He had a great deal of zeal, but he lacked discernment. Apparently he had lofty ideas about himself that he would save the Church. Geronda warned him, “Be careful because if you don’t think more humbly, you will become deluded, and then they will have to tie you up.” But he wouldn’t listen. “Who, me? I have the help of Saint Panteleimon, Saint Marina, etc.!”

			Things turned out exactly as Geronda had predicted. He became possessed, and they had to tie him up. Later, when he stopped having violent fits, they let him loose, and he wandered here and there. Geronda felt sorry for him and let him stay with us.

			Once Geronda said to him, “Instead of just sitting around, why don’t you go cut some wood?” He went to cut some, but when he was late coming back, they went to find him. They found him just sitting there pensively.

			“What’s wrong?” they asked him.

			“I didn’t cut any wood because I am concerned about the churches.” He stayed briefly with us and then left. When his father died, he went to sign the papers for his inheritance. But when his relatives saw the condition he was in, they locked him up in a mental institution.

			He had the demon of gluttony. Geronda said that when a person is possessed, the kind of demon that possesses him corresponds to the kind of person he is. For example, if he had lived a bad life, he will have a bad demon. If he was a quiet person, the demon will be quiet.

			After dealing with so many possessed people, Geronda said to me, “I give up! I thought I would gather together all the crazy and gruff people and make them into normal people, but they can’t be made normal! So I said to myself, ‘Wait a minute; let me gather some good people, so that I will at least have some heirs.’ That’s why I accepted you youngsters.”

			

	

Casting out Demons

			There was a possessed woman who also had a possessed daughter. She inherited the same kind of demon her mother had. The possessed daughter heard about Elder Joseph and wrote him a letter asking for his prayers for the two of them. Geronda felt very sorry for her and kept a strict fast for forty days without eating anything except bread and water.

			After completing his fast, he was enlightened by God to know what would happen, and he wrote to her: “My child, your mother’s demon will go out, but yours will not.”

			Indeed, her mother’s demon did go out, whereas hers did not. She did get somewhat better, though. When a demonic fit seized her, she merely growled a little. Later she became a nun, and as soon as she received the great schema, she stopped having those fits. The only thing that would still happen to her was that occasionally she would get dizzy as if she had low blood pressure, and that was all.
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			The Calendar Issue

			Background

			One of the significant accomplishments of Elder Joseph was his correct position regarding the issue of the ecclesiastical calendar. This issue has serious ramifications because one’s stance on this issue affects how one relates to the Orthodox Church as a whole, both liturgically and historically.

			Through the royal decree of January 18, 1923, the government of Greece decided to adopt the “new calendar” for political reasons. The Church of Greece was allowed to keep the “old calendar.” A few days later, the Ecumenical Patriarchate issued an encyclical to the churches of Alexandria, Antioch, Cyprus, Greece and Romania suggesting that they revise the ecclesiastical calendar.

			The following year, on March 10, 1924, the Holy Synod of the Church of Greece decided to adopt the new calendar for ecclesiastical use, except for the periods of the Triodion and Pentecostarion, which would continue to be calculated according to the old calendar. This synthesis, along with the liturgical anomalies it created, was called the “Revised Julian Calendar,” or more commonly the “new calendar.”

			The Churches of Alexandria, Antioch, Romania, and Bulgaria also adopted this new calendar, despite the objections of many of the faithful. Some people were so strongly opposed to this change that they separated themselves from the Church authorities that accepted the new calendar. Thus, this innovation created schisms in the Church which have not healed to this day.

			For eleven years the old calendarists had no bishop, which left them with an awkward ecclesiastical status, since every church must have a bishop. In 1935, however, the bishop of Florina, Chrysostomos (Kavouridis) separated himself from the official church of Greece and joined the old calendarists. His example was followed by Germanos, the bishop of Demetriados, and Chrysostomos, the bishop of Zakynthos. These three bishops proceeded to consecrate four young bishops, including the Monk Matthew (Karpathakis) from St. Basil’s Skete on Mount Athos.

			Up until 1937 the old calendarists severely disagreed amongst themselves regarding the status of the new calendar church. Some believed that it was schismatic and others did not. Their views had not yet crystallized.

			Bishop Chrysostomos of Florina saw that the majority of the people sided with the old calendar. Therefore, he reasoned that the return of the official Church of Greece to the old calendar would just be a matter of time, as long as the old calendarists maintained a wise, sober stance of objection while avoiding extremism. Thus, he issued an official encyclical proclaiming his belief that the official Church of Greece was the mother church of the old calendar church, that the old calendar church drew grace from the mother church, and that his position was merely a position of objection.

			When he proclaimed that the Mysteries [i.e., the Sacraments] of the new calendar church were valid, the old calendarists immediately separated into two opposing factions: the moderate old calendarists, who followed Bishop Chrysostomos of Florina, and the extreme zealots, who followed Bishop Matthew, who believed that the Mysteries of the new calendar church were invalid. There was a great deal of argument, often heated, between the two factions. The zealots especially invoked all kinds of anathemas and curses upon Bishop Chrysostomos.

			All twenty monasteries on Mount Athos, except one,1 decided to continue using the old calendar, yet all of them remained in communion with the Patriarchate of Constantinople, which had adopted the new calendar. When the controversy over the calendar issue first broke out, the eloquent Monk Matthew of St. Basil’s Skete persuaded many of the Athonites in the sketes (including Elder Joseph) to become zealots, i.e., not to follow the stance of the monasteries of Mount Athos. Elder Joseph even sent a diatribe to Bishop Chrysostomos, criticizing his acceptance of the new calendarists’ Mysteries. But since Elder Joseph joined the zealots out of a genuine zeal for the tradition of the holy Fathers, he was not fanatical. This is why he was open to God’s help.

			

	

Revelations from God

			One day in 1937, Papa-Bartholomew, an Athonite hieromonk who sided with Bishop Chrysostomos, visited Elder Joseph and wanted to discuss the calendar issue with him. But since Geronda was a man of peace and prayer, he did not want to discuss it, and he told him, “Let’s just forget it. We might say some sharp words and get upset!” But Papa-
Bartholomew insisted and began expressing his own opinion about the calendar issue. Then Geronda answered back sharply and lost his composure, just as he had predicted.

			When he returned to his cell to rest, he was still in a disturbed state. As soon as he entered his cell, he heard a scratching noise under the planks on which he slept. When he lifted up the planks to see what it was, he saw a demon with horns and a tail! Since Geronda had abundant grace in his soul, he was not terrified. But justifiably surprised, he asked the demon, “What do you think you’re doing here?”

			“You’re the one who invited me in,” the demon replied, “by saying those things outside to Bartholomew.”

			As soon as he heard this, he was shocked and disappointed. He said to himself, “By saying harsh things about the new-calendarists, I must have blasphemed against God’s Church and enabled the demon to enter. Could it be that they are closer to the truth than we are?” The demon disappeared after Geronda made the sign of the cross. Then with many tears he began to pray that the truth would be revealed to him. After praying for a while, he fell asleep.

			In his sleep, God showed him the following dream, which he related to his brotherhood as follows: “I found myself on a small chunk of Mt. Athos in the sea, and the waves were threatening it. I wondered how I had ended up in such a dangerous situation. Full of fear, I reasoned that since this chunk of rock was shaking and that the waves had already begun to cover it, it wouldn’t be long before it would sink, and then I would drown. Nearby, however, I saw the huge Mt. Athos, which repulsed every wave coming from the sea. I said to myself, ‘As soon as this chunk of rock gets closer to the mountain, I will jump on to it, and then I won’t be afraid anymore.’ Thus, at the first opportunity, I jumped on to the solid ground of the mountain. Indeed, soon thereafter the small chunk of rock was swallowed up by the sea, and I said with relief and a sense of security, ‘Glory to Thee, O God!’ And then I woke up.”

			As soon as he woke up, he understood the significance of the dream and began to question the correctness of his stance as a zealot. Furthermore, when Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia prayed about the same issue, God informed him with a voice that told him, “In the person of the bishop of Florina, you have rejected the entire Church.” Likewise, a little while later he heard during prayer a divine voice telling him, “You are subject to the Patriarchate, not to the bishop of Florina.”2

			In this manner, they realized that things were not as the old calendarist zealots claimed and that the Mysteries of the new calendarists were indeed valid. They decided to beg forgiveness in writing from Bishop Chrysostomos of Florina for the diatribe they had sent him. Geronda composed a makeshift letter seeking forgiveness, which he and his brotherhood signed (I was not there yet), as did Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia and the others in his brotherhood.

			Father Anthony Kalaitzis of Kafsokalyvia, who was going to deliver the letter by hand, wanted to add something to the end of the letter stating, “We consider you an Orthodox Church.” Everyone else agreed with that addition and signed the new version of the letter. After receiving the letter, Bishop Chrysostomos replied saying that he forgave them.

			

	

Exactitude with Obedience

			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia describes what transpired next, which shows how much exactitude true obedience requires:

			It was a Tuesday, and in the evening I had critical thoughts about Geronda. In particular, I was thinking about the letter we had sent to the bishop of Florina, and I sort of disagreed with Geronda. I thought to myself, “Since we have declared in writing that we will follow Bishop Chrysostomos of Florina, if future circumstances make us follow the monasteries (which are under the Ecumenical Patriarchate)—which is what ended up happening—we will need to revoke our signature that we gave to Bishop Chrysostomos.”

			This is what I was thinking, and I said to myself, “We should not have written the letter the way we did, but we should have merely written, ‘Your Eminence, we have made a mistake’ and nothing more.”

			The following Saturday, I went to Geronda in order to serve Liturgy. As soon as he saw me, he said, “Papa, there is something within you that separates you from me. Don’t separate yourself from your elder; don’t separate yourself from me.”

			I had forgotten all about those thoughts of mine, since four days had passed. So I said to him, “Geronda, I can’t think of any thought I have that would separate me from you.”

			“You have something that separates you from me. As soon as I saw you, my soul was enlightened to know that you have some thought that separates us.”

			“Geronda, I can’t think of anything.”

			“Think!” Geronda replied.

			So I served Liturgy, and in the morning after eating I headed back to my hut. On the way, I recollected the previous days, and then it came to me. I realized that the thought about our letter was the thing separating me from Geronda. I went right back and sought forgiveness with tears from Geronda, and thus our unity was restored.

			This is the sign of true obedience: to have blind obedience to one’s elder without questioning his decisions. Obedience is not simply executing orders, but genuine, spiritual obedience consists in thinking exactly the same way as your elder thinks.

			The amazing part about this incident—besides Elder Joseph’s gift of enlightenment, of course—is the fact that (humanly speaking) Papa-Ephraim was right and Elder Joseph was wrong, yet Papa-Ephraim was the one who needed to be corrected.

			

	

The Encyclical of 1950

			From 1937 onwards, Elder Joseph accepted the validity of both the new and old calendar churches, even though he remained with the old calendarists. This is the stance he had when I joined his brotherhood in 1947. 

			A few years later, however, on March 13, 1950 a new encyclical to their priests was issued, signed by four old calendarist bishops: Chrysostomos of Florina, Germanos of the Cyclades, Christopher of Christianopolis, and Polycarp of Diaulia. I read the encyclical because Geronda didn’t even want to look at it—even though he was a zealot! Among other things, the following was written:

			“Since the new calendarists are schismatics, the Mysteries performed by them lack sanctifying grace. Moreover, you must not accept any new calendarist into our holy Church nor be of service to him without his having first stated that he condemns the innovation of the new calendarists and declares their church to be schismatic. As for those who have been baptized by those innovators, they should be anointed with Holy Orthodox Myrrh, which we have in abundance.”3

			When I read this, I shuddered. The author of this encyclical seemed like an executioner to me. The old calendarists repudiated not one or two bishops, but the entire local Church of Greece, which had never even momentarily ceased having canonical relations with all the other Orthodox Churches.

			As soon as I finished reading the encyclical—it was night and Geronda was finishing his vigil—I went to him and told him what it said.

			“That’s it! We’re leaving! They have made a grave error. This cannot be the truth of God. We must return to the stance of the monasteries. But first we will pray about it to see what God will tell us. Prayer, my children! Prayer, fathers! We must pray that God will reveal to us what to do so that we do not make a mistake. We will accept whatever God reveals to us.”

			Then he sent Fr. Athanasios out to go to all the huts of the other zealots and to tell them: “Elder Joseph beseeches you to pray hard for him for the next few days so that God will enlighten him to make the right decision about a very serious matter.”

			

	

The Revelation

			Geronda did not have a university degree in theology. He was, however, taught by God, and as a God-seer he possessed true theology. For as the holy Fathers say, “If you pray truly, you are a theologian.”4 Never in my life did I ever see him take action on something without being enlightened to do so.

			For this issue of utmost importance, Geronda made us all fast and pray for three days. For three days we had nothing except for a little bit of water. How wonderful those days were with Geronda! It was so beautiful when Geronda had us all pray about this issue. On the third and final day, Geronda remained inside his cell all night praying with tears. We waited outside his cell for him to come out like another Moses and tell us the results of the “synod.”

			When he came out, it was evident that he had seen a vision. He said to us: “As many as are of the faithful!5 It’s all over, fathers. The revelation clearly indicates that we should follow the stance of the monasteries, and that they are on the true path! The zealots are deluded!”

			

	

Resistance

			This was indeed a great and sudden turn for Geronda, for until then he was a zealot and a strict one at that. Until then, we were all zealots: Gero-Arsenios, Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia, outspoken Elder Nikiphoros, and others including myself. Such a sudden change in Elder Joseph was a complete surprise. Since, however, Geronda was never fanatical and never took sides out of passion, he was open-minded enough to see that this was the Orthodox path. A person who is not stubborn and fanatical is open-minded. He is open to seeing his mistakes and accepts correction.

			“Geronda, what did you see?” the fathers asked.

			“I’m not telling you. The revelation is certain—one-hundred percent. The issue has been resolved. We will side with the monasteries, and we will commemorate the Patriarch.”

			Fr. Athanasios jumped up and exclaimed, “I’m not commemorating the Patriarch! He’s a heretic!”

			Gero-Arsenios said, “Geronda, many people have fallen into delusion, even great saints.”

			“Father Arsenios, there are only two roads; choose whichever one you want. Either be obedient to what I’m saying and stay, or get up and leave! I am siding with the monasteries.”

			“But Geronda, I’m having a hard time accepting it,” Fr. Arsenios replied.

			“Father Arsenios, if that’s how you feel, leave!”

			Immediately everyone froze. As soon as Fr. Arsenios heard that, he said, “Evlogison! Forgive me!”

			Fr. Athanasios still raised objections, however.

			“Father Athanasios,” Geronda told him, “take your sack and go to the Great Lavra, and tell them that we submit ourselves to the monastery and to the Patriarchate. Go and enroll us. Now! And get our identification cards because we are going to be with the monastery. This is God’s path. The old calendarists have strayed off the path. Imagine that—claiming that the new calendarists are damned and that their Mysteries lack grace!”

			Full of disturbing thoughts, Fr. Athanasios set off for the Lavra with his sack. He was thinking, “I wonder, is Geronda right? Is he wrong?”As he was walking, he became tired, and when he sat down to rest, he fell asleep. In his sleep he saw a vision that convinced him that Geronda’s stance was correct. He then went straight back to Geronda and enthusiastically said to him, “Geronda, I will obey you! I will commemorate the Patriarch and do anything else you say. What I saw convinced me that it is God’s will.” What did he see? I don’t know. I was young then and didn’t ask him.

			When Fr. Athanasios told the fathers at the Lavra that Elder Joseph had decided to side with the monasteries, they didn’t believe him! They said, “How can such a zealous, strict person possibly leave the zealots?”

			Fr. Athanasios replied, “What would you like me to do to prove to you that I am telling the truth?”

			They said, “We want to see you receive Communion here with us.” So he stayed overnight and received Communion with them the following morning. Then they believed him.

			Thus we enrolled with the monastery and received our identification cards. Some of the others were disturbed since they were zealots, and they had many things to say to us. Elder Nikiphoros shouted at us, but Geronda would not yield in the least. Even Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia told him, “Geronda, be careful. The holy Fathers have said that even the elect will be led astray in the end times.”

			“Papa, if you don’t want to serve Liturgy for us, leave! Go back to your elder.”

			Since the revelation Geronda had received was from God, he didn’t listen to anyone. As for us youngsters (Fr. Joseph the Cypriot and I), we had no objection. If Geronda said “Yes,” we said “Yes.” If Geronda said “No,” we said “No.” It was not an issue for us youngsters. We were not disturbed at all, and we followed Geronda unconditionally. It was the three older fathers6 who objected, being somewhat outspoken because of their age. A little while later, Papa-Ephraim (my former spiritual father in Volos) visited, and Geronda asked him, “What do you say, Papa; is that encyclical issued by the synod correct?”

			He lowered his head and answered, “That encyclical should not have been issued. It is not correct.”

			“Therefore, my dear Papa, weren’t we wrong in siding with the old calendarists? Yes, we were wrong. We were completely wrong, and so we must put things in order.”

			

	

Geronda’s Revelation

			At first, Geronda chose not to share the vision with us. After some time had passed, however, he did entrust to us the content of his vision, which he described as follows:

			While I was praying, I saw a brilliant, beautiful church. It had a small exit on the side, and everyone was coming out of the church. In the courtyard, they were arguing. One person shouted, ‘I am right!’ Another person shouted, ‘I am more right!’ And a third person, ‘I am with the true church!’ This reveals that although they were arguing, they all belonged to a single church. They have dogmas in common, and they have grace, but they were arguing because they don’t have an open mind and haven’t achieved sainthood. So how could I say now that the official Church of Greece is heretical and lacks God’s grace? Should I call it heretical only because of the calendar? And should I say that their bishops are damned? I am with the old calendar, but I think differently from the old calendarists.

			Indeed, the calendar issue does not affect the salvation of the faithful because it is not a dogmatic issue. There can be differences between local churches in non-dogmatic issues of a liturgical or administrative nature. This does not deprive them of God’s grace.

			After Geronda received this revelation, he sent Fr. Athanasios out again to all the other zealots to tell them on his behalf: “I thank you for your help; I felt the power of your prayers. Nevertheless, I am publicly announcing that I have decided to side with the monasteries.”

			When word went out that Fr. Joseph the Cave-dweller had accepted the stance of the monasteries, some of the other zealots said, “God has spoken. He speaks with God and received a revelation. He must be right because the grace of God comes to sanctified souls and informs them regarding the truth. God does not give revelations to just anybody.” Other fanatical zealots, however, began ridiculing us. “Oh! Fr. Joseph the Cave-dweller has fallen into delusion!”

			One of them proclaimed an open war against us and eloquently said all kinds of things against us. Geronda, however, never criticized him. Instead, he told us, “We won’t say a word. We will pay attention to our vigil and our prayer, and let them say whatever they want. May God forgive them!”

			Years later, after Geronda fell asleep in holiness and we his spiritual children were the first ones to acquire large brotherhoods after those decades of decline on the Holy Mountain, that zealot was forced to admit, “My, my! What monks! With so many virtuous disciples! Fathers, we must admit that Elder Joseph was right. It is not possible for a rotten root to produce such fruits. ‘A tree is known by its fruit.’7 Therefore, we must have been wrong, and Elder Joseph must have been right.”

			That eloquent father fell into error because when we are knowledgeable but lack humility, “knowledge puffs us up.”8 In other words, it makes us think that we know everything and that the others are wrong. But people who are enlightened by God don’t make dogmatic mistakes. This is why monks have been the vanguard of Christianity, and this is why the holy Fathers call monasticism the spine of the Church.9

			

	

More Grace with the New-Calendarists

			When we left the zealots and joined the rest of the Athonite fathers, we experienced the power of grace in the Mysteries of the new calendarists.10 Geronda told us that he saw grace filling the chapel during Liturgy. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia explained what Geronda meant as follows:

			Grace can be seen. When? When a person makes progress with the prayer; when he is purified through tears; when God wants to reveal it to him and raise him higher. Then he sees grace just as others see things in front of them. I can’t explain exactly, however, the manner in which one sees it. It is somewhat like a bright mist. When a person sees grace, he is in a state of tremendous peace and bliss. At such times an indescribable peace reigns, and you think that this is all you would want to have in paradise.

			Although grace can be seen, it cannot be described because it is a feeling. Theology is not just words, it is also feeling. Someone else understands a description of grace only if he has experienced similar states. This is why when Geronda told us that he saw grace filling the chapel, we didn’t understand what he meant until we ourselves saw grace.

			When I served Liturgy for Elder Joseph at the Small Skete of St. Anne, I lived great states of grace. I would see the entire chapel flooded in grace. At such times, one beholds mysteries. Those states of grace are unforgettable.… [Papa-Ephraim began to weep at this point when saying this.] Elder Joseph beheld grace palpably during the Liturgy—especially after we sided with the monasteries.

			I remember one time telling Fr. Prokopios, “Let me wear your cowl when I serve Liturgy so that it will become holy and protect you from temptations.” Of course, I didn’t mean that I am holy or that I would sanctify it. I simply saw that grace would be present and would bless everything in our Liturgies.

			When we were still with the old calendarists and Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia served Liturgy, with the eyes of his soul he would see bugs or sometimes mouse droppings on the altar. After we sided with the monasteries, however, he stopped seeing these things. In our first Liturgy after siding with the monasteries, we were all flooded with grace, tears, and peace. It wasn’t just Geronda or Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia (who served the Liturgy) but everyone. Years later, Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia told us:

			Believe me; after Geronda sided with the monasteries, I saw him frequently in my sleep. Sometimes he would give me advice and other times he would console me because I was going through tremendous temptations. But now that I have also sided with the monasteries [i.e., after 1975],11 he frequently tells me in my sleep, “Come and serve Liturgy for me.” As long as I was with the zealots, he never asked me in my sleep to come and serve Liturgy for him. That made a big impression on me.

			Another revelation for us that the new calendarists had grace came a few years later, after Papa-Haralambos was ordained. (Papa-Haralambos joined our brotherhood five months after we sided with the monasteries.) In his own words, this is what happened:

			After siding with the monasteries, at first we did not commemorate the Patriarch. After we moved to New Skete, it was necessary one day to serve Liturgy at St. Paul’s Monastery where it was definitely required to commemorate the Patriarch.

			“What do I do now?” I asked Geronda.

			“Go and commemorate him, and when you return tell me what you felt.”

			I did as he said, and rarely have I received so much grace during the Divine Liturgy as I did that time! The tears flowed like a river throughout the Liturgy. I could barely say the petitions. When I returned back to Geronda, he said, “Surely you were flooded with grace.”

			“Yes, Geronda,” I said, and I told him what I had experienced.

			“Do you see, my child, that you are not sinning by commemorating the Patriarch, no matter what he said or did, since he has not been deposed?”12

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 The Holy Monastery of Vatopedi temporarily accepted the new calendar but later reverted to following the old calendar.

				

				
					2 Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, p. 56.

				

				
					3 Ἀρ. Ἐγκυκλίου 13, Πρὸς τοὺς εὐλαβεστάτους ἱερεῖς τῆς καθ᾽ ἡμᾶς ἁγιωτάτης Ἐκκλησίας τῶν Γ.Ο.Χ., Ἐν Ἀθήναις τῇ 26ῃ Μαΐου, 1950.
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					5 This is a quote from the deacon’s first petition in the First Litany of the Faithful in the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.

				

				
					6 The three older fathers were Fr. Arsenios, Fr. Athanasios, and Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia.

				

				
					7 Mt. 12:33.
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					9 For example, see: Theodore the Studite: P.G. 99, 656–657.

				

				
					10 Even though all Athonite fathers kept the old calendar, the fathers who remained subject to the Ecumenical Patriarchate were considered new calendarists because the Ecumenical Patriarchate followed the new calendar.

				

				
					11 Out of obedience to his elder Nikiphoros, Papa-Ephraim remained with the zealots until his elder’s repose in 1975 (Vid. Elder Ephraim of Katounakia, pp. 57–58).

				

				
					12 This and all subsequent quotes of Papa-Haralambos that lack references were transcribed from recordings of personal conversations with him.

				

			

		

	


			Father Haralambos

			In the World

			Haralambos’s ancestors were from Asia Minor. The Turkish persecutions there, however, forced his parents and thousands of other Orthodox Christians to flee to southern Russia in 1880. Thus, Haralambos was born in Holy Russia in 1910, and his uncle, the future Fr. Arsenios, was his godfather. A few years later, though, the Bolshevik Revolution and the ensuing persecution of Christianity created more difficulties for this pious family. Once again they fled, and this time they went to Drama. At the time, Haralambos was twelve years old.

			Haralambos enrolled in school and was an excellent student. After completing two years of high school, his father took him out of school because Fr. Arsenios was enlightened to warn him that Haralambos’s soul would be harmed if he continued keeping company with his friends at school.

			At first, Haralambos was a very sociable young man, great at sports and dancing. But his heart yearned for something loftier and eternal. By divine providence he became acquainted with a very pious, older, unmarried Russian man named Elias. Elias taught him how to say the Jesus prayer and was somewhat like an elder for him.

			In his late twenties, Haralambos served in the army as a corporal and fought on the Albanian front against the Italians. He took part in the heroic repulsion of the Italians in 1940. This unexpected Greek victory forced Hitler to send reinforcements from the western front to conquer Greece. Thus, in 1941 the Nazis invaded Greece, the Greek army dispersed, and the German Occupation began. The Bulgarians were given eastern Macedonia and Thrace. Since they wanted to take over all of Macedonia, they killed many Greeks and even priests. In the province of Drama alone, fourteen priests and thousands of civilians were massacred.

			In these horrible times, Haralambos was also arrested along with other comrades of his, and they were about to be executed. Haralambos called upon St. George the Great Martyr, the liberator of captives, and vowed to become a monk if he would deliver him. Indeed, St. George intervened immediately with an obvious miracle that freed Haralambos and his comrades from certain death.1

			

	

Obstacles

			From then on, his heart was completely dedicated to Christ. However, a whole string of obstacles arose that delayed him from becoming a monk. First, Elias advised him to remain in the world until the difficult German Occupation ended, so that he could help his fellow countrymen. But when the German Occupation ceased, his father died rather young, and Haralambos had to stay in the world to care for his family. Nevertheless, he lived very ascetically. He worked hard all day to support his family, and he prayed for hours every night. By the sweat of his brow he earned enough money to cover the expenses of his younger brothers until their graduation. By his fiery tears he kept alive the flame of his complete dedication to God. As the fervent zealot he was, he also led the local old calendar movement.

			Once his brothers graduated, he wanted to fulfill his vow to become a monk. His friends, however, would not let him leave because they said that the zealots needed him. He tried to explain to them, “Don’t you understand? I made a vow to God!” They replied, “But you have a duty to remain in the world because of our cause. Besides, you are dedicated to God here, too.” And so, once again he was prevented from fulfilling his heart’s desire.

			Thus, Haralambos continued to help them until the leaders of the old-calendar movement issued the infamous encyclical of 1950,2 which condemned the entire Church of Greece. “As soon as I read that encyclical,” Haralambos later told us, “I was so upset that I wept wholeheartedly. I was so disappointed that I said to myself, ‘Oh, you wretch. God called you to the angelic life, and you have stayed in the world to save it. Just look at the results. Run to your goal as fast as you can, lest you suddenly die and end up unfaithful to the vow you made to God.’”

			

	

Arrival at the Holy Mountain

			Finally, on Tuesday, September 13, 1950, Haralambos arrived at the Holy Mountain at the age of forty. The following day, he set off for the Small Skete of St. Anne to find his uncle, Fr. Arsenios. This is how he himself described what happened next:

			As I was climbing and approaching the area where Fr. Arsenios lived, all I could see was rocks and crags. Since I was lost I had to start calling out intermittently: “Father Joseph? Father Arsenios?”

			No reply. A little while later I heard someone with a sweet-sounding voice say, “Come here, over here!”

			I went over there and saw a middle-aged, barefoot monk wearing a torn cassock and no cap. He was lying down on a sack outside a cave. As soon as I approached, he got up and said, “Welcome, my brother!” He then did a full prostration to me and tried to kiss my hand. “Come into my poor place, and then I’ll show you Geronda’s hut.”

			I went inside, and what did I see? A narrow, gloomy, unkempt cave full of spider webs, rubbish, clothes, and things strewn here and there. I said to myself, “What kind of monks are these?”

			As soon as I found out that this monk was Elder Joseph’s brother and a member of his brotherhood, I was disheartened. I started to wonder, “Is this the kind of monasticism I will have? I’m not afraid of ascesis, but I can’t live under such conditions. This looks more like living as a gypsy than as a monk.” I was accustomed to tidiness, because my mother would wash, sweep, and iron for me.

			Nevertheless, he escorted me to Elder Joseph very courteously. He asked me, “What is your name, brother?”

			“Haralambos, Father.”

			“And I, brother, am Thanasi.”

			Soon we reached Elder Joseph, who invited me to enter his hut. Prejudiced by the sight of the first cave, I didn’t feel like going inside this one. When I did, however, I saw something completely different. Although his cell in the cave was small and cramped, it was well cared for, clean, and tidy. I sighed with relief!

			It didn’t take long for the message of my arrival to reach Gero-Arsenios, who welcomed me with great joy. We didn’t talk much, though, because I was very tired and hungry.

			“Haven’t you eaten yet?” he asked me.

			“No,” I answered. “I don’t eat today until the ninth hour. My rule is not to eat until the ninth hour on Wednesdays and Fridays. Now I’m hungry because I have been walking since morning.”

			Geronda prepared something and we ate. As we ate, Geronda asked me, “What did you do in the world?”

			“I don’t know if I did anything. I tried to do something and did all my duties. I met a blessed old man, Elias, who saved me. He taught me how to use a prayer-rope to do all the services, such as Vespers and Compline, whether I was in the fields or at home. He was a refugee from Russia. He lived at a monastery, but the communists destroyed it and killed the monks.”

			“He had noetic prayer,” Geronda said.

			“I don’t know if he had noetic prayer,” I replied, “but he did say the prayer day and night within himself. In fact, Elias told me that when he was at the monastery he could see visitors coming when they were still two hours away. He would tell the abbot, “Geronda, they are coming for such-and-such a reason.” The abbot would ask him, “How do you know?” “Well, it’s as if I can see them. One of them is blonde and the other one is dark.”

			“Yes, he saved you,” Geronda said. “And the prayers you said also saved you.”

			After talking about Elias, I said to Geronda, “The reason I came here was to see you and Gero-Arsenios. I will stay for a little while with you, and then I’m going to Athens and Aegina.”

			“You’re not going anywhere,” Geronda said.

			“Yes, I am. I’ll stay for twenty days or maybe a month, and then I’m going to Athens.”

			“Fine, fine. We’ll see,” Geronda said.

			After this we went to bed, and they let me sleep in. The following night, however, they woke me up for vigil. To test me, Geronda said, “We live a very harsh life here. I don’t think you will manage.”

			“I will try, Geronda.”

			“Your uncle does three thousand prostrations every night. Can you?”

			“Let me try, Geronda.”

			Geronda called out, “Father Arsenios! Take him and go do three thousand prostrations. Let’s see how many he can do.”

			So we starting doing prostrations, and Gero-Arsenios finished first. I still had fifty left. But the truth is that Gero-Arsenios was doing his on a slightly ascending slope, while I was doing mine on flat ground. Anyway, I finished mine and then Geronda called for me. I went to him soaked in sweat.

			“Well, how do things look, Haralambos? Will you survive?”

			“Is this how we will live?”

			“What’s wrong?” Geronda asked.

			“Well if this is how we’ll live, I’m going to die if I do that every night.”

			“I was just testing you. You won’t do three thousand prostrations but only six hundred every night.”

			So for a while I did six hundred. Six hundred seemed like nothing to me. Geronda then asked me, “So, would you like to stay and try out the monastic life?”

			“Yes, Geronda; that’s why I came. But as I mentioned, I’m planning to go to Aegina first. I want to bid farewell to my aunt, Sister Efpraxia, and receive her blessing.”

			“Listen,” Geronda said. “If you want to become a monk with us, forget about your aunt Efpraxia. But if you want to go see your aunt, no one is stopping you. Just don’t come back here.”

			“But Geronda, I feel at peace here! This is where I want to become a monk.”

			“If you want to become a monk here, then stay. You are welcome. But if you leave now, the door will be shut.”

			“Oh, no! But Geronda, I came here with a plan!”

			“Plan? A monk with a plan? Where did you come up with this kind of monasticism with plans and self-will?”

			With his gift of foresight, Geronda could see all of Haralambos’s future progress, which is why he didn’t want to let him leave. They battled it out for a while, but in the end Haralambos “lost” the fight and agreed to stay with Geronda. Haralambos continued his story as follows:

			In my first two or three nights with Elder Joseph, the devil was so furious that he wouldn’t let me sleep. When I tried to fall asleep, the devil appeared and was all over me—sometimes in the form of a dog, sometimes like a lion, and other times in human form. Out of fear, I got up and prayed. Since he kept me from sleeping at night, in the daytime I couldn’t do my duties and pray. When Geronda asked me how I was doing, I told him about the demonic attacks.

			“What did you do?” Geronda asked. “Did you get up and pray out of fear?”

			“Yes, Geronda.”

			“But when you react like that, he doesn’t let you get any sleep, and then you can’t do your duties and pray. If he appears on one side of you, you should turn to the other side, make the sign of the cross, and he will leave. Don’t pay any attention to him. You will learn how to fight him, and then you will ignore him.”

			I did what Geronda told me, and it worked. The following night he started giving me more advice. Within a week I found so much consolation from prayer that the entire place was fragrant, no matter where I went.

			* * *

			After about a week had passed since my arrival there, Elder Joseph said to me, “Go up to such-and-such a ledge where there is a small dwelling. I assure you it is like paradise. Go climb up there and stay there until I call for you.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.”

			I did a prostration to Geronda and climbed up to that ledge. I was thinking that it must be some tidy, little hut. But as soon as I got there, what did I see? A small cave with a wooden door in the front. If you took more than one step inside, you would hit your head on the rock. It had an old wooden bed, a pillow made of straw, and a blanket. There was dirt all over the place. There were plenty of holes for snakes to get in. 

			I started saying to myself, “How come Geronda called it so wonderful? What kind of hut is this? This isn’t paradise—it’s hell!” After saying that several times to myself I thought, “Well, what can I do? Since this is what Geronda wants, I won’t give up. Even if I’m dying I won’t go back until Geronda calls for me. It would be better to die under obedience than to desert my post.”

			I said to myself, “Since Geronda sent you here to pray, pray with all your might.” So I started praying and praying for six hours straight, and I did many prostrations. Soon my fear and apprehension disappeared. Then I began to weep for an hour. I realized how deluded I had been in the world, since out there I thought I was something special because of all the things I was doing. But here I realized how weak I really was, since I had to fight with all my strength just to follow the brotherhood’s ascetical program. I was thanking God for bringing me here and entreating Him to forgive me and every single person on earth—even my enemies.

			Then I was counted worthy to experience my first theoria, in which the nous stops. It no longer acts on its own but is acted on by the Holy Spirit, Who leads it wherever He wants, even to the heavens. My, oh, my! I returned to my normal state, and then once again I was raptured to other heavenly dwellings. This was repeated two or three times. Then I felt like the Apostles on Mt. Tabor, and I said to myself, “It is good to be here.3 This place where Geronda sent me truly is paradise. May he never call me to come down from this heavenly place.” That evening I beheld the sky and the sea, and I couldn’t hold back the sweet tears.

			In the morning, Geronda sent someone to get me. You won’t believe how much displeasure I felt when I heard the order to return. But I couldn’t do otherwise; I was under obedience.

			When I returned, my inner change was evident in my face. Geronda took me into his cell and asked me, “Tell me the truth, Haralambos; was the place I sent you paradise or not?”

			Overcome with emotion, I answered with my head bent and my eyes full of tears, “Yes, Geronda, it truly was paradise.”

			Geronda couldn’t restrain himself any longer, and he embraced and kissed me. In general, Geronda behaved strictly towards us. Sometimes, though, when he saw his disciples making spiritual progress, he couldn’t restrain his joy and would reveal his true self to us. He would embrace us and could not hold back his tears.

			Then Geronda explained to me, “My child, this is what monasticism is. If God comes inside you, everything is wonderful and beautiful. If God withdraws, everything seems wrong to you.”

			* * *

			After being with Geronda for about ten days, I got rid of my lay clothes and dressed as a novice. A week or two later, we went to a vigil at St. Anne’s Skete. The chanters there chanted so beautifully that it seemed as if they had come down from heaven! I had heard chanters in the world, of course, but what I heard there was incomparably superior.

			Afterwards I said to Geronda, “If I can’t learn how to chant, forget it; I’m leaving. If I don’t learn how to chant, I have lost the whole world. I won’t be able to become a monk. I have to chant!” I told him brashly.

			“I’ll teach you how to chant,” Geronda replied. “Don’t worry.”

			Every day, after saying the prayer for four hours in my vigil, I would study chanting. After doing this for a month, I said to Geronda, “I’m on fire with prayer, and now I’m not interested in chanting or anything else.”

			

	

Geronda’s Discipline

			After Haralambos had been with us for about a month, Geronda began his usual wise discipline. He began calling Haralambos various names. For example, he would say to Haralambos, “Hey you, get over here!”

			At first, Haralambos would say to himself, “What do you mean, ‘hey you’? Don’t I have a name? I worked with secular people in the prefecture, and I never heard them speak to me like this. They always would address me formally, ‘How are you, Mr. Galanopoulos?’ And they would say, ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ Since the time I got here, I haven’t heard a single ‘thank you’ or ‘you’re welcome.’ What strange people!”

			These thoughts of his did not escape Geronda’s notice. Geronda took him aside and said to him, “So, you were a spiritual warrior in the world, eh? You fasted; you kept vigil; you lived ascetically; you were smart; you worked hard; you were honest. And what did you achieve from all that? You brought here a pile of vainglory, pride, and self-reliance. Now that the praises have stopped, it doesn’t seem so nice, eh?”

			Those simple lessons full of grace quickly made Haralambos realize that even though he truly had been a spiritual warrior in the world, by receiving praises and compliments he unwittingly also received some vainglory. Nevertheless, with his natural humility and simplicity, along with his rare fighting spirit, it did not take him long to overcome his vainglory.

			Even after Haralambos became a great-schema monk and a priest, Geronda continued to speak to him abruptly. The more spiritual progress Haralambos made, the more rudely Geronda treated him. Haralambos related the following incident:

			I remember that sometimes when we ate, a spiritual discussion would begin. The other fathers exchanged their ideas, but as soon as I began talking, Geronda abruptly interrupted me and said, “Shush!”

			Their conversation continued, but a little while later there was something I could also offer—a correct solution, an opinion. Yet once again, Geronda said, “Shush! We told you not to speak.”

			A sarcastic thought made me want to say, “Geronda, you sure respect me a lot!”

			But I quickly silenced that thought with another thought: “Geronda knows what he’s doing; he’s right.”4

			Since it didn’t take long for Haralambos to learn these lessons, what did his wise elder scheme up? Instead of berating Haralambos, who had already learned to deal with this, Geronda began to blame his family, and especially his father who had already passed away. When Haralambos heard this, his endurance began to crumble, and he complained in his thoughts, “No, not like that! I won’t stand for hearing such things about my dead father!” But once again, he fought against himself and convinced himself that he didn’t have the right to judge his elder.

			Gero-Arsenios often said: “Many people came to us, and Geronda accepted them all. Afterwards he would tell me, ‘I push one of them a little, and he leaves. I push another one, and he gets sick.’ But when Haralambos came, Geronda said, ‘You can pile a great deal on this one, and he can take it.’”5

			

	

Harsher Discipline

			“As it would be quite wrong,” writes St. John of the Ladder, “to snatch bread from the mouth of a starving child, so too the director of souls does harm to himself and to the ascetic if he denies him frequent opportunities to gain crowns by putting up with insults, dishonor, contempt, and mockery.” Elder Joseph certainly had this in mind when dealing with Haralambos, who told the following story:

			For our nighttime struggle, all of us kept a cane under our arm. As soon as the slightest bad thought—of pride, negligence, criticism, etc.—dared to break our concentration from the prayer, we would hit ourselves. We didn’t fool around, but we meant business: we would hit ourselves so hard that we would fall down and writhe in pain and tell ourselves, “I’ll teach you, you wretch! Do it again if you dare!” 

			Many times this pain led to great compunction and intense prayer. Our mind would be raptured and would delight in a paradisaical joy beyond description. 

			Self-reproach is an indispensable weapon in prayer. It even reaches the point of anger when struggling with all our might. Our foremost enemy is our own self. In times like this we seek revenge and thirst for pain and hardship. Then the beatings come raining down. It is then that you realize the truth of the [Greek] saying: “The cane is from Paradise.”6

			All this is good and fine, but when someone else—my elder—did this drill to me, I almost couldn’t bear it. He said to me one day, “Hey, you! Get over here! What kind of priest are you? You hold Christ Himself in your hands yet have no fear of God!”

			Along with this scolding he slapped me twice. I didn’t take it well. I can say that I lost that opportunity to win a crown through self-reproach. It was too much for me to bear, especially when I heard him top it all off saying, “Your punishment is that you can’t serve Liturgy tomorrow.”

			I went to my cell with tears that would not stop. They weren’t tears of humility, though, but tears of indignation and self-justification. I was thinking, “I sacrifice myself for everyone: I work hard; I do my vigil; I am careful with my tongue…. What am I doing wrong that makes Geronda treat me so harshly? True, my elder is a saint, but here he is making a human error.”

			Nevertheless, it didn’t take long for me to realize that I was being tested and that I had failed the test that would have made me advance. So I turned my thoughts to self-reproach: “Oh, woe is you, you wretch! You are such an egotist! On your own you were willing to bust your legs with the cane voluntarily, but when two little slaps came from your elder, they seemed unbearable. Where is your love for your elder? Where is your faith? Where is your ‘obedience till death’?”

			After failing that test, my kind-hearted elder did not delay in calling me back again. He embraced me tightly and wept quietly as he poured out all his love for me that he couldn’t restrain. He transmitted this love to me so intensely that an indescribable joy overcame me that continued all night. Whoever experiences this joy says to Christ, “What is this that I am experiencing, Lord? Could there possibly be a greater joy than what I am feeling beside You?”

			Yet this is not even a drop of the boundless ocean of the love of our God. This is what Geronda himself confirmed to me when I ran to him afterwards to tell him, “Today I was blessed to become the happiest man on earth.”

			Geronda replied, “My child, the Lord has given you a tiny drop out of the infinite ocean of His love. Be sure to take advantage of every opportunity, every temptation, every scorn, every sorrow, to come to know an even higher state than this.”

			

	

Five Thousand Prostrations

			One day, Haralambos happily announced, “Geronda, today I managed to do five thousand prostrations!” He was expecting Geronda to praise him for his new record. Geronda, however, was familiar with the saying of the Fathers, “If you see a young monk flying, grab his legs and pull him back down to earth.”

			In other words, young monks should be prevented from doing extreme ascesis, since they usually run a greater risk of becoming proud for such accomplishments. Therefore, Geronda replied sternly, “And who gave you the blessing to do so many prostrations, you self-willed egotist! Don’t you realize that without a blessing your effort has gone to waste?”

			“But Geronda, haven’t we come here to struggle? Why is a blessing necessary for that?”

			“It is absolutely necessary!”

			“Fine, so be it. From now on, let this be with your blessing.”

			“Blessing? In other words, you are going to order us around? Well, you listen here and you listen well! From now on, it is strictly forbidden for you to do more than one thousand prostrations.”

			“Oh, no! What is this, Geronda? This kills me!”

			“You have to do what I tell you, and forget about your own will.”

			So that is what happened. Geronda could see that this novice was in danger of falling off to the right7 and being robbed by pride, since there were others in the same brotherhood who were unable to do that many prostrations. Perhaps Geronda could also see with his gift of foresight that at some point Haralambos’s strength might fail him, considering that he was already forty. This is why Geronda exhorted him to put all his emphasis on concentrating the mind and understanding the words of unceasing prayer.8

			

	

The Balcony

			Despite his tremendous forbearance, he did dare to assert his will once, but as he himself related:

			I paid for it dearly and learned a lesson that I will remember for the rest of my life so that I grasp the saying, “It is a thousand times better to do something wrong your elder wants than to do your own will.”

			After we moved to New Skete, we wanted to build a balcony for our hut there. Since I had experience in the world doing carpentry, I told Geronda, “We need this much wood, and so I have to go get it from St. Paul’s Monastery.”

			“No,” replied Geronda. “Father Ephraim will get it. Don’t waste your time going there.”

			“But Geronda,” I objected, “he doesn’t know anything about wood.”

			“No,” Geronda repeated. “I said that he will go and get the wood.”

			So Fr. Ephraim went and got some thick beams twenty feet long that cost 1,500 drachmas, whereas all we needed was some thin beams that would have cost only 300 drachmas. As soon as I saw them, I went to Geronda’s cell and said, “What kind of beams are these, Geronda? What are these good for?”

			“Be quiet,” Geronda said. “They’re fine. We’ll use them as pillars. They’ll be thick pillars. Instead of thin pillars, we’ll make thick pillars.” Then he showered me with insults and drove me away like a dog.

			I walked away with my head lowered, but I didn’t give up. I said to myself, “Fine! Thanks for the insults, Geronda, but next time we need money, then we’ll see who was right!”

			So we made the balcony with those unnecessarily thick beams. That evening when I went to my cell, my thoughts started telling me, “See? Geronda didn’t send you. If he did, the balcony would have been elegant with thin beams for only 300 drachmas, but instead we paid 1,500 drachmas.”

			So I went to Geronda and said, “Geronda, my thoughts are telling me that if I had gone, we would have gotten beams for only 300 drachmas and it would have been beautiful. But now that you sent Fr. Ephraim, we paid 1,500 and it looks bulky.”

			Then Geronda gave me a slap and said, “You deluded fool! You think you’re the elder now and will give me orders? What does it matter to you how I spend our money? I’ll throw it in the sea if I want! Am I going to be accountable to you? Didn’t God know any better to make you the elder and me your disciple?”

			“Evlogison! Evlogison, Geronda!” I said and left.

			One year later, we ended up building a chapel on top of that balcony. Thus, it turned out that the thick beams that Fr. Ephraim had bought were just right. They were so perfect that it was as if we had ordered them especially for that purpose. 

			Then Geronda said to me, “See how it was necessary that we made the pillars thick? If we had used thin beams, we wouldn’t be able to build the chapel now! See how God works things out?”

			

	

Constructing the Altar

			Father Haralambos also related the following incident that helped him realize the worth of obedience:

			When we were constructing the altar I said, “Geronda, I will put the rods like this so that they fall into place.”

			“No,” Geronda replied, “we’ll do it like this.”

			“But, Geronda, I can’t put the rods the way you’re saying.”

			Then Geronda reproached me.

			“Evlogison! Evlogison!” I responded and fell at his feet asking forgiveness. “All right, Geronda, I will put them as you say.”

			So I had the compass and the sketch ready and said, “I’m going to use the compass to make the wood fit.”

			“No,” Geronda said. “Hold it on this side, and it will fit right by itself.”

			So I held it on that side as Geronda had said, and it fit perfectly as if I had used a compass! After this kind of thing had happened several times, I finally caught on. I said to myself, “Oh, so that’s how things work!” From then on, I did whatever Geronda told me and didn’t rely on my own thinking. Every time he said, “Do this,” or “Go there,” I replied, “May it be blessed!”

			From then on I received much grace. I was flooded with grace by being obedient.

			

	

The Calendar Issue

			Since Haralambos was a leading member of the old-calendar movement for years, Geronda deemed it necessary to speak with him about the issue to help him understand our stance. So Geronda took him aside and tactfully began informing him about the delusion of the Matthewite zealots. He explained that by asserting that the Mysteries of the official Church are invalid, they are blaspheming against the Holy Spirit by elevating a liturgical matter (the calendar) to the level of dogma. He further emphasized to him that living ascetically is not enough—Orthodox faith is also necessary.

			When Haralambos was still in the world, he had already begun to realize on his own that the zealots had gone astray. Geronda’s teachings fortified this realization even further. Haralambos later told me:

			I reflected that it was in new calendar churches that I first experienced the grace of God when I was in the world. I remembered the grace that other friends and acquaintances of mine had, who were with the new calendar. Furthermore, I recalled an incident when I was an extremely fanatical old-calendarist. A new-calendar priest came to bless our house. Being the fanatic that I was and thinking that the Mysteries of the new-calendarists lack grace, I sent him away. “But we use the same cross, my child,” the priest said. “Everything is the same; the Mysteries have grace.” Despite his objections, I sent him away. This was a mistake, though, because that entire day I had a demonic disturbance, a slight trembling, and sorrow within me. But since I was an inexperienced layman, I couldn’t figure out what had caused that state.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 For the details of this miracle, see Monk Joseph Dionysiatis, Abbot Haralambos Dionysiatis: The teacher of noetic prayer, Athens, 2004, pp. 43–49.

				

				
					2 See here.

				

				
					3 cf. Mat. 17:4.

				

				
					4 Abbot Haralambos Dionysiatis, pp. 62–63.

				

				
					5 Ibid., p. 63.

				

				
					6 The Greek saying «Τὸ ξύλο βγῆκε ἀπὸ τὸν παράδεισον» takes advantage of the double meaning of the word ξύλο to justify corporal punishment. This word can mean both tree (as in the tree of life in the Garden of Eden) and wood or a piece of wood, a cane (which was commonly used in the old days for reprimanding children). Thus, the word Paradise in this saying refers not to heaven but to the Garden of Eden.

				

				
					7 The holy Fathers (e.g., St. Meletios the Confessor and St. Nicodemus the Hagiorite) warn against straying off the middle path of the spiritual life either “to the right” through zeal without knowledge or “to the left” through sloth.

				

				
					8 Abbot Haralambos Dionysiatis, pp. 72–73.

				

			

		

	


			Our Ordinations

			First Attempt

			When we were still with the zealots we didn’t have our own priest, so we kept asking Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia to serve Liturgy for us. Since this wasn’t always easy, Geronda was not happy with the situation. One day he told me, “May God count me worthy to have a priest of my own. So, let’s do it. I’ll make you a priest so that we can do our own Liturgies. I will send you out to the world to be ordained.”

			Shortly after that, Geronda said to me one day, “Listen; since we don’t have our own priest, we’ll make Haralambos a priest and you a deacon so that you can help him.” There was a serious problem, however. Since we were still with the old-calendarists then, I was not enrolled in the monastic roster of the Great Lavra. This meant that the Greek government did not consider me a monk. Thus, the police were on the lookout for me to make me fulfill the two-year military service that was mandatory for all laymen. For this reason, I didn’t dare leave the Holy Mountain. Nevertheless, Geronda said to me, “I will send you out, and they will ordain you, and no one will notice.” “May it be blessed,” I replied.

			Geronda decided to send us out to the Metropolitan of Florina to ordain us. So we prepared for our trip the following morning. But when day broke, Geronda called us and said, “Don’t go, my children, because I saw the following vision while praying last night: At the harbor in Daphne, there were three dragons with their mouths open, and they were waiting for you to go there to devour you. Seeing this, I was in agony and was trying to prevent you from going, and then I came to myself still in agony. So don’t go. Something bad will happen.” Sure enough, a few days later a persecution arose against the old-calendarists during which they even shaved the beards of old-calendarist priests.

			

	

The Silent Journey

			After we sided with the monasteries, Geronda sent me and another father to Karyes to enroll in the official monastic roster of the Holy Mountain, which would allow me to be ordained on the Holy Mountain. It would take us seven hours each way on foot, which meant that we would be gone for at least two days. Before leaving, Geronda said to us, “Listen; during the entire trip you shall not speak to each other. You are only allowed to communicate with hand signals. You will also do this, this, and that at such-and-such places. Watch out; if you say even one word to each other, you’re in big trouble!”

			So we loaded up our sacks and set off. We took the path along the crest of the mountains, and then went down to the shore to Pantocrator Monastery. The other father with me kept saying things like, “Look at that mountain! That monastery down there is called such-and-such. That hut over there is where so-and-so lives.” I just nodded my head and didn’t say a word. “Would you like some water?” he asked me. I answered with a nod.

			After taking care of some business at Pantocrator, we went uphill to Karyes. After walking for so many hours, I could barely stand on my feet. I was ready to collapse. The other father said to me, “Courage, my brother! We’ll make it!”

			By the time we reached Karyes it was almost night, so we slept at Koutloumousiou Monastery just outside Karyes. When we woke up in the morning, we were still so exhausted that we felt as if we hadn’t slept at all. I was so tired, I felt like I was in a daze. We then went to Karyes, and I was dragging my feet. We took care of our papers and were enrolled in the roster. On the way back it started to rain. As soon as we returned, Geronda immediately began his inquisition. “Koutsiko! Did you speak?”

			“No.”

			He looked at me carefully right in the eyes and said, “You didn’t speak at all?”

			“Through your prayers, not at all.”

			Geronda was so delighted that he embraced me and kissed me and said, “Bravo, Janem! You did it!”

			Even though Geronda behaved austerely towards us, deep down his heart was overflowing with love and concern for us. At times like this, he couldn’t contain his joy, and his true, sweet self shone through.

			For me, life was very simple: when Geronda said something, I accepted it like a law. If he wanted silence, I would be silent. Period. It’s not as if it were easy, though. I had to force myself, and I had all kinds of thoughts which I fought off or dealt with effectively through confession. Nevertheless, I believed absolutely that Geronda’s order must be obeyed. I respected his orders because I did not want to upset God or him. Doing so would have ruined my obedience, which in turn would have crippled my prayer.

			

	

Permission for Ordination

			Soon after we were enrolled, Geronda arranged to have Fr. Haralambos and me ordained. In those days, we had on the Holy Mountain a very holy bishop from the Ecumenical Patriarchate, Hierotheos of Melitoupolis. When he served Liturgy, he looked like St. Nicholas. He was the same person who had tried to make me talk when I was hiding behind that olive tree.1 Geronda wanted that blessed bishop to ordain us because when a person is ordained, he receives not only the grace of the priesthood through apostolic succession, but he also inherits whatever personal grace the ordaining bishop has, as well as grace from his elder if he was obedient.

			So we went to the Great Lavra to receive permission for our ordinations. Back then, things were quite different; we trembled out of fear whenever we went to the Lavra. We did a full prostration to the elders there and offered them some gifts we had brought. Fr. Athanasios came with us, too. He was good at flattering, and he did many prostrations to them and kissed their hands all over! He even put their hands against his forehead to demonstrate how deeply he ostensibly revered them! They not only gave us permission but even gave us some sweets. “Eat up,” they told us, “since you don’t have things like this where you are.”

			After we obtained permission, Bishop Hierotheos ordained Fr. Haralambos a deacon one Saturday in 1952. The following day, he was going to ordain Fr. Haralambos a priest and me a deacon. I was twenty-three and a half years old then. Before our ordination on Sunday, Geronda told us, “As soon as Liturgy is over, you will leave immediately; you will not stay for the meal.” The standard protocol, however, was for all the fathers to stay at least for the refreshments offered before the meal.

			Fr. Athanasios jumped up and said, “But Geronda, how can they just get up and leave? Won’t the bishop want to greet the people he just ordained? Won’t they be there for the refreshments?”

			“No, they won’t,” Geronda replied. Geronda wanted to protect us from becoming puffed up with all the compliments we would hear then.

			“But then to whom will they offer the toast?” Fr. Athanasios objected.

			“You and Father Joseph will go in their place to serve the refreshments. They will leave right after Liturgy.”

			So after Liturgy, we did as Geronda said and returned immediately to our huts. All the other fathers who were at the Liturgy, along with the chanters, the priests, and the bishop, went to the reception hall for the refreshments and the toast.

			“Where are the priest and the deacon so we can give the toast?” the bishop asked.

			“They’re not here!” Fr. Athanasios exclaimed. “But we’re here to serve the refreshments.”

			“You’re here?” the bishop asked in surprise.

			“Yes, Your Eminence. Geronda ordered them not to stay.”

			So the bishop gave the toast instead to Fr. Athanasios and Fr. Joseph! How forbearing that bishop was!

			Fr. Athanasios then said, “Your Eminence, Geronda told us to invite you to come have some bread at our hut.”

			That bishop was so meek that instead of getting angry he replied, “May it be blessed.”

			That blessed bishop came on foot all the way up the mountain to our hut, even though he was more than eighty. His deacon also came with him. Geronda had cooked some fish for them. He also had a melon, but it wasn’t good.

			“Your Eminence,” Geronda said, “have some melon.”

			“Oh, wonderful, wonderful,” the bishop responded.

			After the deacon tasted it he said, “Oh, my! This melon is so tasteless!”

			“No, it is good. It is good,” the bishop replied, even though it really was bad. He spoke like that because he didn’t want to hurt our feelings.

			

	

The Grace of Ordination

			Later that day I went into the chapel to light the oil lamp on the altar, and I felt an attraction towards the altar table. A certain grace, joy, and love filled me, and I wondered, “Why is the altar table attracting me? It’s not the first time I’m lighting the oil lamps.”

			Then I remembered that I had become a deacon in order to serve at the altar table. Later, during my vigil, I felt a different grace attracting me towards heaven. It was the grace of ordination, a spiritual state that was unlike anything I had experienced until then.

			[image: ]

			Elder Ephraim as a young hierodeacon.

			

	

Praying for the Departed

			After we were ordained, Geronda wanted us to serve Liturgy every day because he knew how much it would benefit us as well as all the people we commemorated. He told us the following story about a priest who lived during the Turkish Occupation:

			He would go from village to village serving the Liturgy and commemorating many names of the departed. One day a Turkish policeman caught him and said, “With all those Liturgies you’re doing, you’re stirring up the people. You must be up to no good.” So he locked him up in prison.

			That night, the Turkish policeman saw in his dream that hundreds of people with clubs in their hands were approaching him and saying to him: “If you don’t let the priest out of prison and let him serve Liturgies, we’re going to kill you right now along with your children.”

			He then woke up trembling and in the middle of the night went to the prison and freed the priest.

			Geronda had a cousin named Catherine who always ridiculed and laughed at how the priests and chanters read, walked, and chanted. Even though she led a bad life, Geronda loved her very much.

			Soon after Father Haralambos came, Geronda found out that his cousin had a bad death. When she reached her end, God made an example of her to show her relatives that her behavior had not been good. As she was dying, she kept shouting and making faces and jerking until her soul departed. When Geronda found out, he began to weep. Father Haralambos was surprised to see that Geronda was so sensitive. But Geronda realized what he was thinking and said to him, “My child, I am not weeping because she died but because she went to hell.”

			From that day on, Geronda began to fast and pray constantly for his cousin. For a long time he kept seeing that she was in the darkness of hell. One day as he was praying in his hut for her, he saw her ascending out of hell into heaven full of joy and holding a key in her hand as she shouted, “Today is my big day! Now I am going to a bright dwelling and a radiant palace.”

			Geronda called out to her, “What’s going on, Catherine?”

			“Today is my big day!”

			This reveals that through Elder Joseph’s many prayers and fasting, Catherine was freed from the bonds of hell! Indeed, “the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”2 Geronda was overjoyed like a proud father to see us, his children, ordained and serving. To relish his delight, he told us to do all the church services (instead of doing them with our prayer ropes) so that he could hear how we would say the petitions, watch us use the censer, etc. But after two weeks, all this joy dried up his tears! Since he knew how precious tears are, he told us: “My children, you may continue doing all the church services if you want, but I will only be coming for the Divine Liturgy.” Then, after four or five more days without tears, he regained tears in his prayer and was back to normal.

			

	

Vision of Papa-George

			During vigil, Geronda frequently prayed with his prayer-rope for Papa-George, who was the priest of his village and had baptized him. He was a holy man who lived in virginity. He also gave plentiful alms and cast out demons. He served Liturgy every day and commemorated thousands of names. Afterwards, he would go to the tombs and say the Trisagion prayers for the departed. Being the compassionate person he was, he was determined to remove all the sinners from hell if possible.

			One day Papa-George appeared to Geronda in his sleep and said to him with great amazement, “My, my! Until now I used to think that the departed were only saved by being commemorated in Liturgies, memorial services, and the Trisagion. But now I see and realize that the people in hell are also saved by the prayers of you ascetics.”

			This is why Geronda emphasized to us that God’s mercy is great and that not only through the Divine Liturgy but also through prayer you can rescue a soul from hell.

			Once he asked me, “Do you know what the people are saying down in hell?”

			“What are they saying, Geronda?”

			“They are saying, ‘Ah, won’t anyone in our family become a priest to commemorate us down here and send us a little present [of mercy]?’”

			

	

Vision of Little Chris

			Geronda advised all of us: “Use your prayer-ropes to pray for the departed so that they may be comforted and saved, too. Pray for everyone you knew, your grandparents, your relatives.”

			I did this, and one time during my vigil I had a vision of little Chris! Little Chris was a childhood acquaintance of mine. He and his brother came to elementary school holding hands, and all of us could tell they were somewhat mentally challenged. They both died of starvation at a very young age during the difficult years of the German Occupation.

			When I saw little Chris in that vision, we were seated across from each other at a dinner table, and both of us were eating. He appeared a little older than I had remembered him. He was shining with a brilliant light and had an otherworldly beauty. Instead of looking like he was mentally challenged, his entire demeanor—his eyes, his face—displayed a wise and serious disposition, like a heavenly being.

			As soon as I saw him, I said: “Little Chris! How are you? How are you, my little brother? Where are you?”

			With his head lowered, he replied in a serious tone, “Father, wouldn’t it be better to be silent?”

			“Yes, certainly. We should be silent. I’m just so happy to see you.” I answered.

			I was so delighted after seeing that little fellow. His reply was so wise that I said to myself, “His mind must be extremely sharp.” It just goes to show that when insane and mentally challenged people go to heaven, they become wiser than the wisest men on earth. Without exception, anyone who had a physical or mental handicap in this life who goes to heaven will be perfect there.

			

	

Temptation to Have a Pulpit

			In the world, deacons have much glory. They go up to the pulpit and read the Gospel, and the people honor and praise them. After my ordination, the devil started making me imagine and desire this. I was taken aback by this and said to myself, “What is this! This is the first time I have ever had desires like this.”

			As soon as I saw that these thoughts were persisting in my imagination, I ran to my spiritual father and said, “Geronda, my thoughts are telling me this and that. The devil is making me imagine pulpits and all the people, and it is attracting me.”

			“What’s this, my child? Did you perhaps have these thoughts before your ordination without telling me about them?”

			“Geronda, I never had such thoughts! They’re coming now for the first time.”

			“Eh, some pride must have sprouted within you, and God must want to correct you. Take care of it.”

			He was right: I had plenty of pride and vainglory.

			“Don’t worry, Geronda. I’ll put him in his place!”

			Geronda was thinking, “I wonder what this little fellow will do now?”

			I did a prostration to Geronda, received his blessing, and went to my cell. Then I took a cane, hid it under my cassock, and went inside our chapel. I stood in front of the royal gate and said to myself, “Come here!” As soon as I said that, I began trembling all over. “So, when you became a monk and kneeled right here, what did you promise to God about renouncing the world?”

			Bam! Bam! I whacked myself with the cane. I was jumping from the pain, and my thoughts were telling me, “No! No! No! It’s nothing! Stay here. Don’t worry; I’m leaving!” Never again was I bothered by that demon.

			Had I left that thought alone and not uprooted it, it would have tortured me greatly. In this manner I saw through my own experience that fighting against something evil or some passion when it first appears delivers you from it once and for all. But it does take some effort in the beginning. Depending on how we face thoughts, we will either be freed from the passions or remain captive to them.

			

	

Geronda at our Liturgies

			One day when I was serving as a deacon, Geronda said to me, “Koutsiko, did you see who was beside you?”

			“Who, Geronda?”

			“While you were censing, an angel was escorting you with a candle. He was in the front and you were censing. Didn’t you see him?”

			Geronda saw him, but how could I see him?

			Another time when Papa-Haralambos and I were serving Liturgy, Geronda had to enter the altar during the consecration of the Divine Gifts to tell us something. Afterwards, he told us, “I had a taste of what you do in there.”

			“What do you mean, Geronda?”

			“What you do in there. You weren’t just common men in there; you were angels. As soon as I entered, that grace overshadowed me, too.”

			

	

Receiving Communion

			Geronda would approach Communion with great longing to receive Christ within him. We priests, in turn, would give it to him with as much devotion and piety as we could. He had a charming idiosyncratic desire: he liked receiving a large piece of holy communion. That is why he said to Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia, “Papa, I want you to give me one quarter of the holy bread.3 So this is what he did. Geronda would say afterwards with satisfaction, “Papa gives me an entire quarter of it with all his heart!”

			Papa-Ephraim replied, “What else could I give you in comparison with what you give me? Just a quarter of it? You could take it all! It would be our pleasure.”

			Even though Geronda taught us that every piece of holy communion is the entire Body of Christ and therefore the size of a piece is irrelevant, out of his great piety he still liked to feel holy communion physically.

			Geronda had great reverence for priests and bishops. He would kiss not only their hands but even their feet. He even kissed the hands of Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia. Likewise with me, even though I was his disciple, he would kiss my hand after reading the epistle and receiving antidoron. Out of respect, I would pull my hand away, but he said, “Come here, Koutsiko. Give me your hand so that I can kiss it!” And then he kissed it with a loud “mmmma!” right in the middle of church like a child. He was so simple. He had so much joy and love and grace from God that he was always soaring internally.

			[image: ]

			Elder Ephraim as a young hieromonk.
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					1 See Silence with a Bishop

				

				
					2 James 5:16.

				

				
					3 Even though he received an entire quarter, it was not an extremely large portion, since the sketes of the Holy Mountain tend to use very small prosphora. The reason why he didn’t ask for a piece larger than a quarter was because the holy bread is separated into four quarters before being placed in the chalice.

				

			

		

	


			Life with Papa-Haralambos

			His Simplicity

			Papa-Haralambos and I had charming incidents serving together. I was his deacon for three years until I also became a priest. Because he had grown accustomed to having my help he was carefree. He was so engrossed in noetic prayer and theoria that he forgot to say the petitions. I would have to nudge him and say, “Papa! Say ‘For Thine is the Kingdom…’!”

			“Oh! ‘For Thine is the Kingdom.…’”

			A little while later at the litany, “Papa! Say ‘For unto Thee…’!”

			“Oh! ‘For unto Thee.…’!”

			“Papa, pay attention!” I told him.

			Afterwards, it was time for us to say the Kairos Prayers.1 We did a prostration to Geronda, and then Papa went straight into the altar.

			“Papa!” I said.

			“What?”

			“Come on out so that we can say the Kairos Prayers. How can you put on your vestments without saying the Kairos prayers first?”

			“Oh, yeah. You’re right. Evlogison, Deacon.”

			It was so humorous. He was like a child. Sometimes he put on his vestments backwards and put the sticharion on top of the phelonion. When Geronda found out he said to me, “I made you a deacon because I knew what awaited us. If Papa-Haralambos didn’t have you, by the time he would have learned on his own we would have really suffered.” It was easy for me because back in Volos I was constantly with the priest in the altar, and I had seen how things were done.

			

	

His Toil

			Papa-Haralambos worked very hard and did all the most difficult tasks for Geronda. The following story in his own words shows his sense of self-denial:

			One day all of us were working hard together to build something. By the time we had finished, it was already time for us to rest. Suddenly, we heard a boat down at the port sounding its horn. As soon as Geronda heard it, his face fell.

			“What’s wrong, Geronda?”

			“What horrible timing!” he replied. “He had to come now. It’s so-and-so who said he would bring us a barrel of oil.” The fathers were so exhausted that Geronda didn’t dare order anyone to go get it. The only solution would be if someone volunteered. I don’t know how I was enlightened to grasp what Geronda was thinking. I asked, “Geronda, is it blessed for me to go and bring the barrel?”

			“Since you wholeheartedly want to, go, and my blessing will help you, my child.”

			So I immediately ran down to the port with a rope. When I got there, I knelt and tied the barrel to my back with the rope. But when I tried to stand up, my legs were on the verge of buckling. I tried walking, but it was impossible; my legs couldn’t support the weight. Nevertheless, I didn’t give up. I said to myself, “Since Geronda sent me, I’m not giving up until I fall over. Only then will I not be responsible.”

			With tremendous difficulty I managed to proceed a few yards like a turtle. I made the sign of the cross and said, “My dear Panagia, through the prayers of my elder, help me!” After this brief prayer, the barrel on my back felt a little lighter. I proceeded farther and it felt even lighter. Then I began to walk normally. Soon it felt as if the entire weight had been removed. As soon as I started ascending the steep steps—believe me—I felt as if someone were pushing me from behind. I was almost running up the steps while I was simultaneously saying the prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			To go from the port up to our huts, a loaded mule takes about two hours. I assure you that I climbed up in less than an hour with 140 pounds of oil on my back.

			As soon as I arrived, I saw Geronda. I said, “Geronda! A great miracle!” And I told him what had happened.

			Once again, Geronda could not restrain himself, and hugged me. Then he said to me, “My child, that is the fruit of perfect obedience. But would you like me to tell you something, too? From the moment you left until now, I was praying for you with my prayer-rope with ceaseless tears.2

			Whenever Geronda prayed for us, no matter where he was and where we were, we felt the power of his prayer like electricity—that is how strong his prayer was. The following words which he wrote to a spiritual child of his reveal that he himself realized how powerful his prayers were: “Put in your hundred mites and then I shall put in my thousand gold coins, and arise from the mire.”3

			Here are a few more instructive incidents with Elder Joseph that Papa-Haralambos recalled:

			His Toothache

			Once, I got a terrible toothache. I tried to be patient with the pain as long as I could. But when it became intolerable, I told Geronda and ardently begged him for the blessing to go to Father Nikitas, the dentist in Karyes. To test me, Geronda said, “No, you do not have a blessing to go.”

			So I waited to see if it would get better. But the pain increased even more. Anyone with experience of this pain knows what a real martyrdom it is. I implored Geronda once again. He pretended to hesitate and then scolded me a little for not having patience. Finally he said, “Well then, catch the morning boat tomorrow and go have it removed. But you will return the same day with the afternoon boat. Do you hear me?”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.” In the morning, I did a prostration to Geronda and caught the morning boat to Daphne. I asked how to get to Karyes, and was told, by foot—there weren’t any cars on the Holy Mountain then. I said, “Through the prayers of my holy elder,” and began the ascent and quickly arrived at Karyes without any difficulty. After asking where the dentist was, I found him, but there were several others already waiting to see him. I said to him, “Please remove my tooth as fast as you can because I have to catch the afternoon boat back to St. Anne’s Skete.”

			“It’s not so easy,” he replied.

			So I waited for my turn and he finally removed it. Without wasting any time, I left immediately. When I reached Daphne sweating profusely, what did I see? The afternoon boat had just left moments ago! I began shouting and waving my arms for them to come back, but to no avail. The boat disappeared out of sight.

			“Now what do I do?” I asked myself. “I wonder if I am still being obedient if I return late?” The answer was obvious: no. “What can you do? What else other than walking as fast as you can to get back to St. Anne’s on time?”

			But to cover that distance [about eight miles] quickly, you would either have to go by boat or fly. Anyone who has walked on those narrow and steep paths knows what I mean. Nevertheless, I ran without stopping and reached our huts at twilight. I knocked on Geronda’s door and said, “Through the prayers of our holy father….” No answer. I kept knocking and calling out. Nothing. Then I started saying, “Geronda, open up! It’s me—Haralambos!”

			Nothing. Finally I heard a stern voice saying, “Who is this that is ruining our peace and quiet at such an hour?”

			“It’s me—Papa-Haralambos, your disciple!”

			“I don’t know you. Please leave and stop ruining our peace. If you were Papa-Haralambos, you would be praying at this time. You wouldn’t be knocking on doors.”

			“Geronda, please open up. It’s me. I missed the boat. I didn’t mean to be late.” Meanwhile, I began to weep. After leaving me in this trial for a little while, he suddenly changed his stance. He opened the door and embraced me. He couldn’t hold back his tears and said to me, “What you did, my child, was perfect obedience. Take courage—the Lord will reward you abundantly.”

			Later Gero-Arsenios told me: “As soon as you left for Karyes, Geronda called me and said, ‘Arsenios, do you realize that we put a heavy burden on the poor little monk? So, today we won’t work or eat. We will stay in our cells and pray for him to help share the burden.’”

			After Geronda embraced me, he said to me, “Look down at the floor. What you see is not water. From the moment you left, my eyes have been shedding tears for you.”4

			The Visit of a God-bearing Elder

			Another time, when I was a beginner [continued Papa-Haralambos], a monk passed by our huts and said, “Fathers! A God-bearing spiritual father from the world is visiting our skete!”

			As soon as I heard that, I said to myself, “What a good opportunity to receive spiritual benefit!”

			I ran to Geronda and asked him, “Geronda, is it blessed for me to meet that God-bearing spiritual father to benefit from him?”

			Geronda looked into his eyes momentarily and then said, “If you want to, go.”

			I lost no time and went running to find him. I heard such beautiful words and such wonderful teachings that I completely justified the monk who had recommended him. Then I returned full of enthusiasm and said to Geronda, “Geronda, I was greatly benefited. He is truly a God-bearer.”

			Geronda just nodded his head. As I left, he said to me, “After your vigil tonight, come by to see me.”

			I went to see Geronda after my vigil, but this time I was gloomy and my head was lowered. Geronda asked me, “So, tell me; how did your vigil go tonight?”

			What could I say? “Oh, my dear Geronda. I was full of darkness and negligence.”

			Then he said to me, “But you told me yesterday that you met a God-bearing spiritual father. How could your prayer not go well at night?”

			“Yes, Geronda. It didn’t go well. I don’t know why.”

			“Let me tell you why. You have stayed beside me for so long; I made you a monk; I made you a priest. Have you perceived any benefit from your elder?”

			“Yes, Geronda, great benefit.”

			“Well, then. A disciple who has an elder and is at rest with him does not have the right to go to another spiritual father. It is as if he is breaking the trust he has with the person God has given him. It is more or less like spiritual adultery.”

			I suffered two or three nights of dryness as a punishment from God before I got back on track. Even so, I was puzzled about one thing. So I asked Geronda, “Geronda, you said that it is forbidden for a disciple to receive advice from another spiritual father. But I wonder how is it that Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia has a different elder yet admits that he owes everything good to you?”

			“Eh, that’s a different story. Suppose you were living in a family and your father never gave you anything to eat. What would you do? Starve to death? Well, this is what Papa-Ephraim’s situation is. He was forced to get some food from me. The difference is that he does not have the right to disobey or abandon his elder, no matter how rude he is. It is with the consent of Papa-Nikiphoros that we split things: Papa-Ephraim does obedience to him and receives spiritual advice from me.”5

			The Outhouse

			The shed in which I [i.e., Papa-Haralambos] worked to cut wood was located right next to the place where the excrement fell from our outhouse. The place reeked. So I said, “Geronda, we have to do something about this. It’s unbearable to work next to excrement.”

			Geronda wouldn’t give in. He could see my patience, so he intentionally kept me working there. He kept me there not only to acquire more patience but for another reason, too. I asked him again later, “Geronda, let’s dig a ditch so that the excrement falls into it, and then we can keep it covered so that it won’t smell so bad.”

			“No,” Geronda replied. “It will remain as it is, and you will stay there and do your work.”

			“May it be blessed,” I answered.

			So I kept working there while saying the prayer out loud, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			Geronda passed by now and then, and he would tell me, “Ah! That’s how I want you to be, my child. Just don’t stop saying the prayer. Don’t let your mouth stop.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.” While I was working and saying the prayer, many times there would be a certain sweetness, compunction, and power in prayer.

			Meanwhile, one of the fathers of our brotherhood who sometimes went down to the shore to fish with a fishing rod happened to become acquainted with an old fisherman, Old Johnny. He had a beautiful little boat for fishing, but he was too old to use it. That father of our brotherhood felt sorry for this old man who had no one to take care of him. He went to Geronda and begged him to have us take care of Old Johnny, and in return we would receive his boat, which would make fishing that much easier. He said to Geronda, “Geronda, Old Johnny has retired. He has a nice little boat and twenty gold coins. He wants to become a monk. Should we accept him?”

			“Don’t tell me about his money and his boat. He’s already very old and won’t manage.”

			The other father insisted, “But Geronda, do you realize what a good person he is? He has a separate room just for monks and gives hospitality to anyone who passes by.”

			But the wise Elder Joseph replied, “Forget about doing this charity, or else you’ll get in trouble.”

			The other father wouldn’t give up, though. He said, “Please, Geronda, just think how wonderful it will be! I will bring you fresh fish!”

			“Yes, but where will he stay?”

			“I can put him in Papa-Ephraim’s room, since he has two rooms.6 I already asked him about it, and it’s fine with him.”

			Since Geronda could see that his disciple was insisting, he chose to give in. He told him, “Fine, bring the old man. But you’re the one who will take care of him. All right?”

			“May it be blessed.”

			So that is what happened. Not only did that father take good care of Old Johnny, but he also brought us fresh fish regularly.

			But what happened next? Less than two months later, Old Johnny got such uncontrollable diarrhea that he couldn’t even get to the toilet in time. As a result, he soiled himself and his room. He had at least twenty sheets and fifteen pairs of pants, but he soiled them all. As he walked, the excrement would run down his pants. There was a brown trail between his cell and the outhouse, and the whole place reeked. The stench was so strong that we couldn’t even fall asleep. This kept happening day after day.

			“Didn’t I warn you?” Geronda said. “Now go and wash him. One of you will bring the water, and the other will wash him. You [pointing to me] don’t touch him, since you will be serving Liturgy. So you bring the water, and you [pointing to the other father] wash him. Besides, it’s all your fault.”

			Until then, that father had no problem taking care of him. But as soon as Old Johnny began dirtying himself, he gave up. What could he do? He was forced to deal with it, since he himself had asked for it. He was only human, though, so he found a way to get out of it. He went to Geronda and said, “Geronda, we agreed to take care of the old man, but we never said anything about what would happen if he would soil himself all day long.”

			“But what can we do, my child?”

			“Geronda, I had the idea of taking him back to his home, and he can have his boat back.”

			“What did you say? Weren’t you the one who begged to take care of him? And now you’ll reject him? Do you see that soiled old man? Through him, we are offering hospitality to Christ.7 If we reject him, it means that we are rejecting Christ from our home. Get out of here! Leave the solution to me, and next time learn not to insist on doing your own will.”

			Immediately Geronda called Papa-Haralambos and told him, “Papa, from now on you will take care of Old Johnny.”

			“May it be blessed,” he replied.

			Papa-Haralambos later said about this incident:

			From that day on, my torments began. Out of obedience I took care of him, but I couldn’t help judging that other father a little. At first I said to myself, “What is this? He creates the problem and then passes it on to me?”

			But by using all my might I managed to counteract that thought by telling myself: “You deserve this, since you also cooperated with the other father in bringing him here. Be careful, Haralambos; you are serving Christ. If you despise this old man, you are despising Christ. So cry out all night that He have mercy on you, and you will hear the response, ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.’8 Be careful because you are being given a test again. Don’t fail and stay behind.”

			By pondering things like this, I regained my peace and began taking care of my work diligently. Not only did I wash a pile of pants for him every day, but I also washed the old man himself and cleaned the trail of excrement between his room and the outhouse. Being only human, I was disgusted. 

			For the first two days, I was constantly holding my nose. But then the prayer became so powerful within me, and I felt such great joy and delight that I truly felt as if I were serving my dear Christ. This state culminated with the following miracle:

			On the third day, as soon as I woke up I smelled an inexpressible fragrance. It was exactly like the fragrance that comes out of holy relics but even stronger. I couldn’t believe it! I got up and went outside, and the trail of excrement didn’t stink. How strange! I went beside the dirty sheets and Old Johnny, who had excrement all over his legs, but he didn’t smell! Not only was there no smell, but everything was fragrant. I went to the shed where I worked next to the outhouse, and even there was an ineffable fragrance. I assure you that I was washing sheets soaked in excrement, and the fragrance I was experiencing was so powerful that it neutralized every other scent. I felt 
internally inebriated by this fragrance. “My dear Panagia! My God! What is this?” I kept saying to myself.

			When I saw Geronda, I said, “Geronda! Can I tell you something?”

			“What is it?” he replied.

			“Geronda, the excrement doesn’t stink! I have been struggling with my thoughts for three days and forcing myself to be patient. But now nothing smells bad, and the whole place is so fragrant that I can’t restrain my tears!”

			Then Geronda said to me: “I knew what I was saying when I told you to work with all the excrement around you. Do you think those Fools for Christ smelled the stink when they were in the excrement? No. I was also once in excrement, and instead of reeking, it was fragrant! When a person reaches this state, he doesn’t smell the stink of excrement but fragrance. God gave this to you because of your patience and obedience. We people are the ones that stink; everything else is clean. If we are clean of passions and sins, everything is clean to us.” That fragrance lasted for a day and a half, and then it dissipated.

			The point I want to emphasize is that whenever Geronda said something, it would happen exactly as he had said. So when I stopped resisting Geronda’s orders and even the requests of the other fathers, grace started visiting me frequently. By being completely obedient, I had a torrent of grace and many divine states.

			As for what happened to Old Johnny, from the very day that he started having diarrhea, Elder Joseph began praying intensely about the problem and said, “Lord, You have sent him to us. I cannot drive him away. You provide the solution.” As a result, several days later, Old Johnny got up and decided to leave on his own. We said to him, “Johnny, where are you going to go in this awful condition?”

			“That’s none of your business. I want to leave. Take me back where you found me.”

			Since the old fellow insisted with shouts and screams, Geronda said, “Now, my children, we can take him back where we found him. We bear no responsibility. This solution is from God.”9

			Papa-Haralambos also told the following stories:

			Being Upset

			One day I was somewhat melancholy. Geronda asked me something, and I didn’t give much of a response. Then he suddenly said to me, “Why were you offended?”

			“I wasn’t offended, Geronda.”

			“What do you mean, you weren’t offended? I said this to you, and your answer was that.”

			“No, I wasn’t offended. I don’t know what you’re talking about. But you have anger and you were offended,” I said to Geronda.

			“I don’t get offended,” Geronda replied. “So, I was the one who got offended?” he asked me and gave me a slap! “Get out of here,” he ordered me. “You can’t serve Liturgy.”

			“Fine,” I said. “Evlogison.” I got up to leave and said, “Give me your blessing, Geronda, so that I can leave.”

			“I’m not giving you my blessing. Leave!”

			“Well, how can I leave without your blessing? How can I go to the Liturgy, since I offended you and you’re not giving me your blessing? Evlogison. Give me your blessing.”

			“No. Leave…. Why are you still here?”

			“What can I do, Geronda?”

			“Leave.”

			“Where should I go?”

			“To your cell.”

			“Then give me your blessing, since I’m asking forgiveness,” I replied.

			“I don’t forgive you.”

			“Eh, since you don’t forgive me, I’ll stay here until I die. I’m not leaving.”

			“Get out of here!”

			After waiting there for more than half an hour, I finally said, “Geronda, if you want me to die, I’ll die. I can’t just leave without your blessing. Give me your blessing and I’ll leave.” Then I started to weep.

			He said to me, “Come here. That is how it should be: true monasticism is never going anywhere without my blessing and not fulfilling any desire of yours without my blessing. So come here now, and I will forgive you and give you my blessing.”

			And then he made the sign of the cross over my head and said improvised prayers for me.

			Yearning for Sundays

			I yearned for Sundays and feast days just as I used to yearn for Pascha to come when I was a child. This was because on every Sunday and feast day, we would stay in our cells for seven or eight hours. We wouldn’t talk, and each of us would stay in his cell and pray. I would feel tremendous consolation from those hours of prayer. One Sunday morning, a monk came from Konstamonitou Monastery. Geronda said to me, “Take him to St. Paul’s Monastery to venerate the holy relics, and then bring him back.”

			I said to myself, “It’s all over; now I’ll lose my Sunday!”

			I didn’t say this out loud, of course, but Geronda could tell what I was thinking and said to me, “Are you upset because I told you to take him to St. Paul’s Monastery?”

			“Yes, Geronda. A little bit.”

			“Go, and you will see. You will see!”

			So we went to the monastery, but the fathers there told us that they wouldn’t bring out the relics until the afternoon. So what could we do? We waited for four hours. The other monk went to sleep, and I went to the church. As soon as I sat down there, what intense prayer God gave me! I couldn’t budge. My heart was set on fire, and my nous said the Jesus prayer and remained within my heart. The tears were gushing out. Not even in my cell had I experienced such prayer. This lasted the whole four hours I was waiting. When we returned, Geronda asked me, “Did anything bad happen to you?”

			“No, Geronda. On the contrary, I found much prayer!”

			

	

His Prayer

			For some reason, Geronda did not initially tell Papa-Haralambos to synchronize the Jesus prayer with his breathing as he had told the others.10 Instead, Geronda had him say the Jesus prayer while using a prayer-rope in his vigil. After Papa-Haralambos was with us for seven or eight years, Geronda told him one day: “From now on, you will say the Jesus prayer noetically as you breathe in and out. Breathing in, you will say, ‘Lord Jesus Christ,’ and breathing out, ‘have mercy on me.’ After saying it four or five times, you will feel a sharp pain in your heart as if you are being cut with a knife, but don’t worry. It will hurt, and you will cry out and writhe in pain. It will seem as if your heart has broken. This is how the devil resists. Just keep going; that pain will pass. It will last only two or three minutes, or a quarter of an hour at most; it won’t last twenty minutes.”

			“May it be blessed.”

			This is what happened next, in the words of Papa-Haralambos:

			That evening I began praying as Geronda had told me. I began my vigil with an improvised prayer, and then instead of using my prayer-rope, I sat down and started doing noetic prayer of the heart, synchronizing the prayer with my breathing. I barely said it five times before the knife came that Geronda had told me about. What an excruciating pain! I began to sweat, but I kept saying the prayer in sync with my breathing.

			It lasted about fifteen minutes, and then the pain and difficulty passed. When that excruciating pain left my heart, I immediately felt peace, tranquility, and much sweetness. An inexpressible bliss came. Then I felt as if my lungs were expanding and I wanted to inhale all the air around me. Then one’s soul thirsts to say the prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			This state lasted about two hours. Afterwards, Geronda said to me, “When this state comes to an end, immediately afterwards you should concentrate your nous inside your heart, and then you’ll feel and see what will happen.”

			Indeed, after I concentrated my nous inside my heart, never before had I felt such pure prayer. Furthermore, the prayer was said noetically very quickly: the entire prayer was said twice every second.

			

	

From Strength to Strength

			Through his complete obedience and his simple and guileless heart, Papa-Haralambos soon became a great worker of noetic prayer and experienced many theorias. He told us:

			I continued praying like that for another year or two. By synchronizing the prayer with my breathing, I began having many transformations of grace. I experienced many states of grace during prayer of the heart. One of these was that inexpressible bliss caused by the union of nous and heart.11 Everything could fit in my nous. I had a spiritual perception that God created everything for man. And when I pondered that He even sacrificed Himself for us and that we have nothing, I couldn’t bear it any longer. I fell down and wept with this spiritual realization that He not only gave Himself for us but also continues to give Himself for us in order to unite Himself with us, even though we have nothing good.

			One other time, I felt God’s presence before me—not that I saw Him—and how I felt transcends words. I felt an indescribable eros and an ineffable love. These are spiritual states that you can’t bear, and you fall down. If this perception of God’s presence had lasted more than a minute or two, I would have died! I would have died out of the intense love, sweetness, bliss, and eros for Christ! At times like that, you just fall down and can’t say anything other than crying out, “Save me!” because you will die if it lasts any longer.

			After this presence withdrew, I kept saying the prayer for about three hours while abundant tears flowed full of sweetness. Many times I would remember that state of grace during which I felt God’s presence before me and beside me, and very sweet tears would come along with continuous prayer.

			I prayed for many hours back then when I was with Elder Joseph, as well as in the first years after his repose. The grace the Lord gave me then was a torrent, through the prayers of my elder. I did noetic prayer for six, eight, and sometimes even ten hours straight while standing up!

			Sometimes I felt extremely weary and awful. Other times negligence attacked me. At such times I said to myself, “You’re not sick; you’ve eaten well; you’ve had enough to drink; so here you will fight! You will die praying here!” I wouldn’t give in. Soon afterwards, so much consolation and peace and bliss came that for four hours I felt as if I were not walking on earth. Those four hours would seem like ten minutes.

			In those days I had many states of grace. God gave me a lot of grace.

			The Union of Heart and Nous

			One year before the repose of Elder Joseph, while I was saying the prayer in sync with my breathing during vigil, something amazing happened. A state of prayer came to me that I can’t find words to describe. Suddenly my nous entered my heart, and my nous, my heart, and the prayer became one! I couldn’t tell where I was. All I can say is that the prayer was being said within my heart, and I felt sublime sweetness and an indescribable bliss. I don’t know how long this lasted. When I regained my senses, I felt an inexpressible tranquility and sweetness, and I had many tears.

			Afterwards, I went to Geronda and said, “Something has happened to me, Geronda.”

			“What happened to you?”

			“While I was praying, suddenly my nous became enclosed within my heart. I became unaware if there was anything else in the world.” And I described that state of grace to him.

			Then Geronda said to me: “From this state of prayer, the nous will later ascend above. From this point on, the rapture of the nous begins. During and after this state, the nous leaves and goes to theoria. When I first experienced this state, I went and stayed in a cell so small that I could barely fit inside. It was so small that I nearly asphyxiated. I stayed in it for a year. Make sure that you hold on to what you felt and experienced; don’t lose it!”

			Another time when I told Geronda what I was experiencing, he ecstatically exclaimed: “Oh, blessed obedience! Obedience—you are truly sovereign [among virtues]. My child, in order to taste these heavenly blessings, Gero-Arsenios and I shed much blood in ascesis. But you disciples, merely through diligent obedience, are enjoying the same grace we had. Hold on to obedience with all your soul; there is no path easier and higher than this.”12

			This state lasted about seven months. My nous enclosed itself for two or three hours. After I returned to my senses, this state would leave. But the following day in the daytime, I had very strong prayer. I had fallen in love so much with this prayer that I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t speak idly and I didn’t talk with anyone. That is how careful I was those months when I had that state. As soon as I woke up, I kept thinking about when night would come so that I could struggle in prayer and find that state. If I didn’t find it the first night, I would struggle and find it the second or third night. I would find it about twice a week.

			Whenever I found this prayer, I would experience such a strong sweetness during the daytime that I didn’t care if I was working hard all day. When we did have to work hard all day, everyone else would get tired and want to stop working, but I didn’t. I was flying! I didn’t have just twice as much strength as usual but five times as much—in both body and soul. I was not interested in what other people were doing. I would sit down for meals, and I wouldn’t look to see what they were eating or saying. I would eat my food while my nous was in prayer. I felt so much sweetness within myself that I can’t describe it.

			In this state, my nous had been united with my heart, and the prayer was being said on its own inside my heart. My nous, my heart, and the words of the prayer were united, just as it says in The Art of Prayer.13 I had no perception of things around me: not my cell, not the walls—nothing. Awareness of the world would be extinguished.

			I didn’t want to eat or drink, and I didn’t even get sleepy. For two days I didn’t eat or drink anything and I didn’t even get thirsty, all because of this prayer! Prayer was dancing within me and wouldn’t let me sleep. I would say to myself, “It doesn’t matter if I don’t sleep, eat, or drink, as long as I have this!” It was the only thing I wanted because it brought me indescribable peace, sweetness, and bliss. When you are in this state, you sit down to eat and you can’t, so you eat just superficially. You lie down to sleep and you can’t. This would last not just for twenty-four or thirty-six hours, but even for forty-eight hours when I had found this prayer.

			I told Geronda, “The prayer won’t let me sleep!”

			“Brace yourself,” Geronda replied. “It looks like I will depart, and God is preparing you so that you will bear it.”

			After Geronda departed and I lived alone, the prayer still wouldn’t let me sleep—sometimes three or even six times a week, when I found it. Sometimes when I was thinking about this prayer, I was considering resigning from the priesthood and withdrawing to some hidden place where no one would see me. I would weep and say, “Oh, Lord, why did I want the priesthood? If only I were somewhere where I could pray and not meet anyone.” I was thinking about staying in the caves of the ascetics so that I could preserve that state of prayer. But I lost it due to the many cares I later had.

			As Papa-Haralambos said this, he wept hard. Later, he explained: “Even though many times I had the thought of becoming a solitary ascetic, I rejected the idea. Since Geronda hadn’t recommended this to me before passing away, I was afraid to proceed any further without his blessing.”14

			

	

Geronda’s Final Advice

			On the day that Geronda departed, Papa-Haralambos did a prostration to him before going to rest in his cell. Geronda said to him, “Come close to me. Cut out the cares. Do you hear me?”

			“May it be blessed,” Papa-Haralambos answered and turned around to leave.

			After taking only ten steps, Geronda called out to him again, “Papa!”

			He came running back.

			“What did I tell you? Did you hear me? I told you to cut out the cares.”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.”

			After he turned around again and took fifteen steps, Geronda called out to him once more, “Papa!”

			He came running back again. “What did I tell you? Did you hear me? Cut out the cares! I told you to cut out the cares!”

			“May it be blessed, Geronda.”

			“I told you not to forget to cut out the cares.”

			Later, Papa-Haralambos would weep every time he remembered this. He recalled:

			He told me three times. When I started getting involved with cares, how many times his words came to mind! What can I say? What tears did I lose because of cares! Because of the cares I got involved in—planting a garden, building walls—I found my demise. I got involved in many cares. Whereas during Geronda’s final year, I had a state that cannot be described. I had many states of grace.

			Papa-Haralambos had indeed received much grace from God. This is why he said to me very naturally and as a matter of fact, “I have prayer.”

			“Yes, my dear Papa,” I would reply. “You do have prayer.”

			He could say this without pride because he was simple, straightforward, and innocent, yet a perfect disciple and a great fighter until his holy repose in 2001.
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			Gero-Arsenios

			His Obedience

			Gero-Arsenios was a living example of obedience for our brotherhood. He was obedient to Geronda his whole life. Not once did he disobey or grieve Geronda. Gero-Arsenios was so humble that he was obedient to everyone. One day my brother came to visit me. Since he was a carpenter and we were building our chapel, Geronda asked him, “Nick, can you make the iconostasis for us?”

			“Yes, I can, Geronda,” he replied.

			As he worked, Gero-Arsenios helped him out and took orders from him as if he were a little child, even though he was forty years older than my brother.

			

	

His Labors

			Gero-Arsenios’s life was extremely ascetical, beginning with his first years in Jerusalem and then in our brotherhood. When he was seventy, he took care of his own garden. He did this not only to help provide for our needs but also because he wanted to please Geronda who liked having our own fresh vegetables. Even at that age, Gero-Arsenios worked along with us youngsters. He was even shorter than I, but he toiled and sweated and carried just as much as the rest of us. Whenever Fathers Athanasios and Joseph the Cypriot went working at the monasteries all day long to gather chestnuts or olives, he would tell them, “Don’t worry; I’ll do your prayer rules for you.” He said this because they would be so tired from working all day that they wouldn’t have the strength to do their prostrations. We youngsters were no match for this little old man!

			Not only did he have endurance, but he also had tremendous strength. He would go down to the harbor and load up on his back whatever we needed—wheat, sand, rocks, wood, provisions. Sometimes the load he carried was 150 pounds! When someone asked him how he was able to carry such a heavy load after such a tiresome vigil, he answered:

			I have a naturally strong constitution, but when a disciple has faith in the blessing of his elder, he can even lift a mountain. Many times when I had loaded up my back with things beyond my strength, my knees would be ready to buckle. But when I made the sign of the cross and called upon Geronda’s prayers, the load would lighten on its own. Then I felt as if someone were supporting me from behind, and I flew up the mountainside like a bird, while ceaselessly saying the prayer.1

			

	

His Vigil

			Not only was Gero-Arsenios naturally strong and a hard worker who labored wholeheartedly, but he would also keep vigil every night, doing thousands of prostrations and saying the Jesus prayer with his prayer-rope countless times. He said the Jesus prayer while making the sign of the cross for so long that one day he injured his shoulder. Geronda was forced to tell him to do fewer. I would see Gero-Arsenios stand upright from sunset till sunrise for his vigil, even after working hard all day with minimal sleep. He would sleep only two hours in the evening and one hour in the morning. He told me that sometimes when it was time for vigil, he would say to himself: “How am I going to keep vigil now? I am so tired from working all day, how am I going to stand up for so many hours.” But then he added: “As soon as I stand up and put my nous in my heart—my, oh, my! My heart opens up with prayer, and I feel such grace from God that I notice no exhaustion. Eight hours pass, ten hours pass, and there is zero exhaustion. I just hold on to the prayer. Only when I stop in the morning do I realize the exhaustion.” He continued keeping vigil like this until he died at the age of ninety-seven.

			Sometimes he would remain standing for twelve hours straight! He wouldn’t shift his weight from one foot to the other, nor would he lean against the wall or even pause to read a book. It was awe-inspiring. And to think that he was doing this in his sixties, while I was a nineteen-year-old kid, and I had to lean against the wall. He would just tilt his head down towards his heart, hold his prayer-rope, and keep saying, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” What prayer he had! His little cell was fragrant from all the prayers he said synchronized with his breathing. He had the name of Christ within his heart.

			He himself admitted: “When I pray with my prayer-rope while standing, I perceive an intense divine fragrance. But when I say the prayer sitting down, I perceive very little fragrance.” When Elder Paisios of the Holy Mountain met Gero-Arsenios, Elder Paisios was amazed at his fragrance because he knew that it is not just a sign of dispassion but also of sanctity.2

			Often he was so absorbed in the prayer that when it was time to begin work, he couldn’t tear himself away from the prayer. We would go up to him and tell him, “Geronda, it’s time for work.”

			After coming to his senses, he would say with surprise, “It’s daytime already?”

			

	

His Childlike Simplicity

			Gero-Arsenios was an extremely simple person. You can’t imagine how simple he was. He was simple and innocent like a small child and never was upset with anyone. I never saw Gero-Arsenios get angry or behave inappropriately. This is why he never had temptations in his life. He passed his life like an infant. While other people were passing through the furnace of temptations, he passed his life with ease because he was always obedient to Geronda.

			He was simple-minded because that is how he was born. All he knew was how to say the prayer; he didn’t have theoria. He didn’t experience the expansion3 of his nous in prayer. Nevertheless, he felt grace intensely in his heart from noetic prayer. He didn’t have Geronda’s sharpness of mind. Geronda was extremely sharp and had both noetic prayer and theoria. He had both praxis and theoria. Geronda was unsurpassed in prayer of the heart and theoria, and from both springs he drew huge amounts of grace, which sanctified him.

			Only once did Gero-Arsenios experience a “mini-theoria,” if we can call it that. Once when he was praying for the departed, he found himself in a beautiful place with groups of families, each in their own tent. The people inside the tents were very happy. Gero-Arsenios entered one of the tents and said with his characteristic simplicity: “What are you people doing in here? Does anyone come and visit you?”

			“Yes, Papa-Bartholomew visits us and brings us presents.”

			Papa-Bartholomew was the priest who served the Liturgy for them back at St. Basil’s Skete. This goes to show the benefit of commemorating the departed in the Divine Liturgy.

			Even though Gero-Arsenios didn’t experience theorias, he had many exceptional visitations of grace. Every year on the feast day of St. Savvas the Sanctified, Gero-Arsenios smelled an indescribable fragrance in his cell. Geronda knew that this was a visitation of grace. (It is significant that he used to live at the Monastery of St. Savvas and had labored very hard there.) But to protect Gero-
Arsenios from vainglorious thoughts, Geronda said in front of everyone: “Listen, fathers. Don’t attach any importance to fragrances, because the enemy is also able to create them.”

			Geronda taught all his disciples these lessons of discernment: “If, during prayer, you perceive an unusual phenomenon with one of your five senses but without your soul sensing anything, pay no attention to that phenomenon because God is beyond the five senses. But if joy or hope come to your soul when you see a vision, smell a fragrance, hear something, or have any other sensation, neither accept it nor reject it, but go tell it to your spiritual father immediately.

			“If the triad of faith, hope, and love before you begin praying is—in a manner of speaking—ten degrees Celsius, and afterwards your faith, hope, and love have increased to one hundred degrees, then this transformation is from God, because the evil one is incapable of inspiring you with either faith or hope or love, since he lacks all three of these.

			“So if you find that these three have increased after you have prayed, know that your prayer has been acceptable to God. If these three qualities remain unchanged, know that you have prayed in a worldly manner. If these three have decreased in you, you have prayed in a deluded manner. And if, after prayer, you feel some kind of carnality, however slight, you have prayed wrongly.”

			

	

His Mistakes

			Due to his great simplicity, Gero-Arsenios made charming mistakes. Once Geronda had him cook some hake4 stew for Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia. Papa-Ephraim started eating it, but he kept chewing on the same piece for a while. “Chew it well, Papa,” Geronda said to him.

			“Geronda, it can’t be chewed!”

			“It must be the skin of the fish that can’t be cut. Let me see.”

			Papa-Ephraim showed it to him, and Geronda said, “Hey, Arsenios, this looks like a piece of cloth!

			Fr. Arsenios struck his palm on his forehead and said, “Oh! So that’s where my missing sock was!”

			How did his sock end up in the soup? He had hanged his laundry over the open fire while simultaneously cooking the soup, and one of his socks must have fallen in when he wasn’t looking!

			Another time, he decorated the kollyva with a cross made out of garlic cloves instead of almonds! He had cleaned some almonds and put them in a jar next to his jar of garlic, and confused the two. After all, they were both white and about the same size. No one noticed until Geronda distributed it! “Hey, Arsenios! What have you done?” Geronda said and gave him a slap on his head.

			“What are you hitting me for, Janem?” Gero-Arsenios asked. “It’s not like I have glasses to see better!” Geronda was about to make him eat it all, but Gero-Arsenios said, “Aw, Janem. These things happen.”

			So Geronda changed his mind and said to us: “Don’t get upset with poor Gero-Arsenios. That’s just how he is.”

			Another time when Geronda was about to eat the kollyva, he noticed mouse droppings in it. He said, “How are those mice getting in? Arsenios, when we wake up in the morning, let’s find the mouse hole and plug it up.” They searched and searched but couldn’t find any hole for the mice to get into the cave where they stored the wheat.

			The next day, there were mouse droppings in the kollyva again. “Arsenios,” Geronda said, “look in the sack of wheat. The mouse must be in the sack.”

			Gero-Arsenios checked the sack, but didn’t find the mouse.

			“Arsenios! Did you check carefully?”

			“Yes, I did.”

			Then Geronda said to him, “Sift the wheat” (in order to remove the mouse droppings).

			“All right, I’ll sift it.”

			So he sifted the wheat, but the next day there were still mouse droppings in the kollyva.

			“Arsenios, did you sift the wheat?”

			“Yes, I sifted it.”

			“What did you do with the things you sifted out?”

			“There was nothing in it, so I tossed them back in.”

			“Don’t you understand that it was the same mouse droppings every time! Sift the wheat again, and this time bring to me the things you sift out.”

			So Gero-Arsenios sifted out all the mouse droppings and brought them to Geronda. “Here’s where they were, Arsenios!”

			After that, they weren’t any more mouse droppings in the kollyva. Gero-Arsenios was so simple that he couldn’t figure that out on his own.

			After incidents like this, Geronda said to me: “Little one, be sure to hide the gasoline. He might think it’s raki and drink it!”

			Once during the Liturgy, Geronda spilled an oil-lamp. Gero-Arsenios said, “Hey, you spilled the oil-lamp!”

			“Be quiet,” Geronda replied. “We’re in church!”

			How charming the two of them were!

			

	

His Repose

			Gero-Arsenios was always healthy, which is why he lived to be ninety-seven. He never got sick, except for catching a minor cold now and then. When he did, the only medicine he took was herbal tea with some raki. Then he would just stay in bed and keep warm until it passed. Never in his life did he take any medicine or pills or injections. He didn’t even bathe for seventy years. He only washed his feet and head sometimes. Despite this, his body always had a pleasant scent of the wilderness, somewhat like basil.

			After Elder Joseph’s repose, Gero-Arsenios stayed with Papa-Haralambos. Gero-Arsenios missed Geronda’s presence and said, “Ah, Geronda, you forgot me! You didn’t take me with you!” But I said to him, “No—he left you behind as a consolation for us.”

			Twenty-four years later, in 1983, he departed like a ripe fig. He didn’t even get sick; his soul departed out of ripeness. He was not afraid of death because he had been obedient to Elder Joseph until the age of seventy-three when Elder Joseph fell asleep in the Lord. Besides, he had the Jesus prayer constantly within him, he was overflowing with grace, he had worked hard his entire life in ascesis, and he had Geronda’s intercessions. How could he not be at peace? How could he fear death? He had faith that Geronda would come and receive his soul.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Elder Arsenios the Cave-Dweller, p. 71.

				

				
					2 Γέροντος Παϊσίου, Ἁγιορεῖται Πατέρες καὶ Ἁγιορείτικα, σελ. 130.

				

				
					3 Elder Joseph describes what is meant by “expansion of the nous” near the end of his tenth letter in Monastic Wisdom.

				

				
					4 A kind of fish similar to cod but tougher to chew.

				

			

		

	


			Other Spiritual Children

			Father Theophylactos

			Father Theophylactos was a disciple of the renowned Elder Joachim Spetsieris1 and lived in the hut of the Holy Unmercenaries in New Skete. He was a quiet and very pious monk who cultivated the virtue of monastic poverty. After the repose of his elder in 1943, he lived by himself in extreme poverty because he did not know how to make any handicrafts. Instead, he offered his services to neighboring brotherhoods who gave him some food in return.

			When we were still at the Small Skete of St. Anne, he would visit us. He was impressed by Geronda’s sanctity and our cenobitic life, and he wanted to stay with us. Geronda also wanted to keep him, but Geronda told him: “I will pray about it, and if it is God’s will, you will leave your hut and come to us.”

			When he prayed about it, he saw a heavenly light in the chapel of the Holy Unmercenaries, and he was informed that Fr. Theophylactos should stay in his hut. After seeing this vision, Geronda said to him: “It is not God’s will. The Holy Unmercenaries won’t let you leave your hut and come to us.”

			He consoled him, though, and gave him the blessing to come stay with us from time to time. Fr. Theophylactos wanted to become a great-schema monk (because until then he was only a rasophore2 monk). Elder Joseph tonsured him in our chapel at the Small Skete of St. Anne. Thus he became a member of our brotherhood, and we visited him whenever we had work to do in New Skete. In 1951, Geronda sent Fr. Joseph the Cypriot to live with him, and he stayed with him until Geronda’s repose eight years later.

			[image: ]

			Father Theophylactos

			

	

Sister Vryeni

			Elder Joseph’s older sister, Ergina, had a daughter named Barbara. Barbara was deeply moved by her uncle’s holy example and by the letters full of wisdom he sent to her family. She began to contemplate becoming a nun and timidly sent a letter to Elder Joseph for his opinion. He was delighted because in his prayer he saw that she was a pure soul that would make great progress in monasticism. He immediately answered her, and they began a very fruitful correspondence in which he guided her in prayer, watchfulness, and humility.

			Apparently Barbara was somewhat hot-tempered and stubborn at first. But by following Elder Joseph’s advice exactly, she soon overcame these passions. She became a very humble and obedient girl, and she also said the prayer constantly. She was so careful that she would never leave the house without her mother. The fruits of her struggle were luminous thoughts, abundant tears, and deeper love for Christ.

			After the German Occupation came to an end, she wanted to join a monastery. Her father, however, forbade her. By no means would he give her his blessing to become a nun. He even began saying all kinds of inappropriate things about monasteries and monastics.

			With great sorrow, poor Barbara wrote to Elder Joseph about her plight. He prayed about it, and God enlightened him to tell her that she should be patient and wait a little. She did so, and soon thereafter her father passed away! No longer hindered by her father, she went to a monastery near Parnetha with the blessing of her mother.

			Soon after her arrival there, the abbess had a vision. While she was sitting in her cell late at night, she heard someone approaching from far away. It sounded like someone with a cane. She was very worried because the monastery did not have a wall around it and because this took place during the chaotic Greek civil war. As she anxiously looked to see who was coming in the dark, she saw that it was an old man with a small lantern. When he approached her, she asked him fearfully, “Who are you, and what do you want at such an hour?”

			“Gerondissa,” the visitor humbly answered, “I am Barbara’s father, and I have come to ask you to keep her. Ever since she came to your monastery, Christ gave me this lantern as a consolation. It enables me to see a little, and this consoles me.” After saying this, he vanished.

			Barbara did stay at that monastery and became a fine nun. When she was tonsured in 1945, she received the name “Vryeni.” Fr. Athanasios (her uncle) was present at her tonsure. Ten years later, she became the abbess of the small monastery of Panagia Myrtidiotissa in Stamata and passed away in 1998.

			

	

Abbess Makrina

			Maria—the future Abbess Makrina—was born in 1921 and grew up in Volos. When she was only ten, both of her parents died, and she began working to support herself and her younger brother. These two orphans managed to survive like this until she was twenty. But when the German Occupation began and famine struck Greece in 1941, they also nearly died of starvation, and her brother left Volos. She continued working in Volos wherever she could for her daily bread. Despite her own poverty, she shared whatever food she had with others.

			Not only was she a hard worker and generous, but she was especially a person of prayer and frequently perceived God’s help tangibly. In those days, she became acquainted with my holy mother. Those two holy souls would pray together all night long in our kitchen on their knees with many tears and prostrations. Their example taught me a lot.

			Because of Maria’s virtues, other pious young women gathered around her during the years of the German Occupation. They lived like an informal sisterhood and yearned to become nuns. They were under the guidance of Father Ephraim, who had previously been part of Elder Joseph’s brotherhood. Even though he was doing great work with his large flock, he was slandered in 1952 and was forced to leave Volos. Thus, his spiritual children there became “orphans.”
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			The future eldress Makrina (last row, sixth from the left) and the pious girls with her. Most died during the German Occupation; the rest became nuns.

			Several spiritual fathers offered to assume the spiritual responsibility for this virtuous sisterhood, but those women, having already acquired the spiritual mind-set of Elder Joseph, could not be satisfied spiritually with any of them. They considered asking him to become their spiritual father, but they hesitated because they had heard how strict he was. Finally, they did write to him, since they refused to settle for less. Geronda prayed about their request and then wrote back to them: “If you are obedient to me, I will assume responsibility for you. If you aren’t, I will leave you.” They replied: “Geronda, we will be obedient to whatever you tell us to do.”

			When he received their reply, he prayed again about them. After this, he wrote back and told them that they should treat Maria as their abbess, even though he had never seen her. He explained to them: “While I was praying, I saw Maria in a vision. She was in the middle, and around her were many little sheep. I realized that this was God’s way of informing me that she should be your abbess. So be obedient to her, and none of you should object to what she says.”

			Those women said, “May it be blessed,” and Geronda was very happy with their obedience. He loved them very much because with the eyes of his soul he could see the love they had for Christ, their Bridegroom. This is why he wrote many letters to them. He strengthened them with advice that was simple yet powerful. For example, in one letter to them, he wrote:

			Seek nothing but unity and love. Be obedient in order to acquire humility, for our Lord Jesus Christ became an example for all of us and taught humility by being obedient till death.

			So submit yourselves to Maria, who is trying to benefit you, and all of us here are praying that the Lord will help you and make you worthy of eternal life.

			I am praying for you with all my soul,

			humble little Elder Joseph

			These women would send their confessions to Geronda, and they saved his many replies as a priceless treasure. He had written to them about theoria and about many spiritual states of his. Unfortunately, all those letters were lost because of the following incident:

			There was a monk who was not mentally well who wanted to become the spiritual father of those women. They didn’t want him because they didn’t trust him. Besides, they had already found great benefit by being under Elder Joseph. Since that monk was very jealous, he threatened to slander them to the newspapers if he found Elder Joseph’s letters to them. Maria was very afraid of what might happen if he got his hands on those letters because in them Elder Joseph addressed all their confessions. So she decided to burn all of his letters. Thus, all were destroyed except for eight letters that one of the sisters had kept hidden separately. That is how all those priceless letters of Elder Joseph were lost. What a shame! They would have benefited so many people if they had been preserved and published along with his other letters.
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			Elder Ephraim (center) with Gerondissa Makrina (standing on his left)

			These women eventually became nuns and established a monastery in Portaria, just outside Volos. One of those nuns told the following story about their life under Elder Joseph:

			He foretold everything to us. He wrote about everything happening in our monastery without having been told. Once when I was a novice, my sister (who was also a novice) got very sick. I was very upset and said in my prayers: “Panagia, why? We came here to serve you. Why should she get sick and not be able to offer her help to the monastery?” Then I went down to the courtyard and wept beneath an olive tree all night.

			A few days later, a letter came for me from Geronda. He wrote: “My little child, I hear your voice and I can’t bear it. The pain breaks my heart and interrupts my prayer. Don’t weep. Your sister will get well.”

			He wrote this without anyone telling him! The other sisters said to me, “What did you do?”

			“I just went and wept beneath an olive tree. But how did he know that, since he was so far away on the Holy Mountain?”

			Something similar happened when Gerondissa Makrina became gravely ill and was coughing up blood. We didn’t have a telephone to inform him about it. But in our next letter to him, we concealed her illness from him because we didn’t want to upset him and interrupt his prayer. But then he sent us a letter and said: “My little children, why didn’t you write to me that Gerondissa is ill and is suffering, so that we could pray for her? You made a big mistake thinking that this would interrupt my prayer. When Father Arsenios and I were praying last night, we noetically saw that she was seriously ill, and we prayed hard for her. My children, I want you to inform me about whatever is happening with the monastery and especially with Gerondissa. Write me about it.”

			Abbess Makrina likewise saw Elder Joseph and Father Arsenios beside her pillow at night making the sign of the cross and praying with their prayer-ropes, “Lord, heal Your servant.” Abbess Makrina later said:

			Many times when Geronda was praying, he would see what we were doing and where we were. We wondered how he could write to us on his own and tell us about what we were thinking. After this, our souls were filled with awe and fear!”

			Geronda never met those nuns in person because he never left the Holy Mountain after my arrival there, which was several years before he became their spiritual father.

			After the repose of Elder Joseph, Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia in his vigil frequently saw with the eyes of his soul two pillars of fire in Volos ascending from earth to heaven. It was the prayers of Abbess Makrina and one of her nuns full of grace. Papa-Ephraim said full of delight: “Lord, have mercy! My, my! Just take a look at them! We’re out here on the cliffs working so hard just to find a few crumbs of grace, while they are in the world with so much grace! What are they doing over there?”

			Their monastery was known for its spirituality, and thousands of pilgrims from all over Greece would find refuge and great benefit from the unforgettable Abbess Makrina. Her face radiated kindness, love, sincerity, and faith. Her tranquility and her sweet words were a support and a fountain of strength for all who had the blessing of knowing her before her holy repose in 1995.

			From her blessed sisterhood, nuns were sent to populate the monasteries of the Holy Forerunner in Serres and of the Archangel Michael in Thasos. In turn, these monasteries sent nuns to North America who established new monasteries with the ideals of traditional Orthodox monasticism.
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			Gerondissa Makrina in her later years.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Archimandrite Joachim Spetsieris (1858–1943) is best known for his book The
Hermitess Photini.

				

				
					2 In the beginning of Orthodox monasticism, a person would be tonsured directly a great-schema monk after being a novice for usually one to three years. Much later in the history of Orthodox monasticism, before becoming a great-schema monk a novice would first become a rasophore monk (literally, a “robe-wearing” monk) by having two short prayers read over him and by being tonsured without any explicit vows. This practice was introduced into the Church as an οἰκονομία (concession) so that if a person left monasticism while being only a rasophore monk the spiritual consequences would not be as serious.

				

			

		

	
		
			New Skete

			

	

The Reasons for Moving

			Geronda lived in the “wilderness” of the Small Skete of St. Anne for fifteen years: from 1938 until 1953. But our health was crippled by the various hardships, the physical labor necessary for survival there (hauling wood and water from far away), and the harsh and unhealthy living conditions—especially our rooms, which were more like tombs. I started having symptoms of tuberculosis; Fr. Joseph the Cypriot felt constantly ill due to gastric bleeding, coughing up blood, and a steady pain in his chest; Papa-Haralambos was running all over the place and got a hernia from overwork. We were young, yet we had become useless.

			As time passed, Geronda’s strength began to fail. Due to the excessive ascesis he did his whole life, he had become vulnerable to various illnesses. He constantly had headaches and became very sensitive to the cold. To keep warm, he tied many undershirts to his back.

			We could only drink warm water because our stomachs had become sensitive, especially mine. In order to digest my food, I had to put woolen saddlecloths on my stomach to keep it warm. What had become of us! All those years of dampness and coldness had ruined our health. I was only twenty-five years old, yet my health was like that of an old man. If we had stayed there any longer, we would have died.

			Another serious issue with living there was the lack of space. We couldn’t build anything because the frequent rock slides from above would ruin anything outside the caves. The Russians who had previously lived there must have numbered only two or three people. Our brotherhood, though, already consisted of six people, not to mention the visitors and other monks we sometimes had staying with us.

			Geronda saw that we could not stay there anymore and said to Gero-Arsenios one day: “The youngsters have fallen apart. What will happen to us, the elderly? We’ll all be useless soon.” They considered moving to New Skete where the climate is milder and the terrain is more level. It is also right by the sea, which means that carrying things up from the shore would be much easier. Furthermore, Fr. Theophylactos had invited us to come stay with him. He said, “Come to New Skete. I have my own hut you can stay in.”

			Before deciding, Geronda prayed about it and then told us, “God has informed me that we should go down to New Skete because the way things are going now, no one will last here. So we will move down to Gero-Theophylactos tonight.”

			Thus, in September of 1953, we each loaded on our backs our raggedy clothes, a blanket, and the few books we had, and we set off for New Skete. That was all we had.

			

	

Problems Inside the Skete

			New Skete is located halfway between St. Anne’s Skete and St. Paul’s Monastery, and it is about a mile away from each. New Skete is at a low altitude, just slightly above sea level. It has the best climate on the Holy Mountain because it has mild winters and cool summers. Many of the Kollyvades fathers have lived here, including St. Nikodemos. In our days, it had twenty-eight huts and about fifty-five monks.

			At first, we lived in Fr. Theophylactos’s hut of the Holy Unmercenaries in New Skete, but we were not comfortable there. We heard that Father John was about to move away from New Skete, so we went to see if his hut would be suitable for us. When we walked in, we couldn’t believe our eyes! With all the money Father John had earned through iconography, he had purchased the most luxurious amenities: sofas, fancy chandeliers, and even a gas-powered refrigerator! Such things were unheard-of in those days on the Holy Mountain. When Geronda saw all this, he sadly said: “Can a monk living in a place like this say, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’? He has already received mercy! I don’t believe that a person can say the prayer in here.”

			Another problem with New Skete was that it was crowded and was like a village, whereas we had grown accustomed to stillness and solitude. Geronda said to Gero-Arsenios: “When someone talks over here, someone else over there can hear him. If you cough, the whole neighborhood hears you. And if we pray out loud or weep, we’ll be a spectacle to everyone.”

			Furthermore, the fathers in New Skete had some disagreements with each other, and we didn’t want to get involved, since we were hesychasts. We simply could not stay. After a few days Geronda said to me: “My child, what will we do now? This place is not for us. We are peaceful people. We can’t be around these disagreements. So we must leave. You had better go to St. Paul’s Monastery and tell the abbot that we’re leaving.” We needed to inform the abbot because New Skete is under the jurisdiction of St. Paul’s Monastery.

			So I went to St. Paul’s Monastery and conveyed Geronda’s message to the abbot, Elder Seraphim. With much love he replied: “But why should you leave? We can give you the entire hesychastic area from the tower of New Skete down to the sea along with four abandoned hesychastic huts. We’ll give them to you for free; just don’t leave.”

			When I returned, I relayed his reply to Geronda, and he said to me, “Go see what those huts are like.”

			I went and saw them, and I liked them very much because they were isolated and quiet, yet were only five minutes away from the main church of New Skete. When I returned, I said to Geronda, “Geronda, I saw them, and they’re just right!”

			“All right. Everybody, let’s get up and go there.”

			“Wait, Geronda,” I objected. “Wouldn’t it be better if you saw them first, just in case you don’t like them? I would feel very guilty for having upset you by making you and everyone else bring their things there for nothing.”

			“No, my child. Since you like those huts, I will also like them. So, let’s get going!”

			When we arrived, Geronda was thrilled and said: “How hesychastic! There are even caves here! We’ll be outside the skete and separate from it, so we won’t have administrative dealings with them. Therefore, we will live as hesychasts and keep the schedule that we had in the wilderness.”

			

	

Settling In

			When we arrived at those little shacks, they were in horrible condition: they didn’t have ceilings, floors, doors, or windows. All we found were an earthen pot, three plastic plates, and a three-pronged fork that was missing one of the prongs. At mealtimes, we had to take turns using the fork to eat. That is how poor we were! We didn’t have the money to buy more things. We were unbelievably poor.

			We had a rough time at first, but since we were accustomed to deprivation, we were patient until we gradually settled in. But the truth is that it didn’t bother us much because we placed all our emphasis on the spiritual struggle: to have obedience, watchfulness, silence, and noetic prayer.

			While we were repairing those huts, the demons appeared to us younger ones in broad daylight on top of the tower in New Skete and threatened us. They didn’t want us there and were hoping to discourage us. We were disturbed by this and told Geronda. But he remained calm and said: “Go about your work. Pay no attention to them.” He was a seasoned general. After all his experience with the demons, he knew how to deal with them.1

			One or two of us lived in each hut. Geronda and Gero-Arsenios lived in the hut highest up. Papa-Haralambos was in the hut below Geronda’s, and I had my own little hut down near the sea. Fr. Joseph the Cypriot stayed with Fr. Theophylactos in the skete. We would all gather together only for Liturgy, and for certain hours when we worked together. Also at noon, Geronda would ring a bell to call us for lunch.

			Once we had settled in, our first task was to build our own chapel so that we could serve our own Liturgies. This would make things much easier for Geronda because he had difficulty walking to even the nearest Liturgy every day, but he didn’t want to miss out on Holy Communion. So we built a simple, makeshift chapel dedicated to St. John the Forerunner, whom Geronda revered greatly.

			Afterwards, we built another chapel in my hut. Geronda wanted to dedicate it to the Annunciation because that was the name of the chapel where he was tonsured. But since he knew that I wanted this chapel also to be dedicated to St. John the Forerunner, he said to me, “Hey, Zavo, we’re going to dedicate it to the Annunciation. God will enlighten you to realize that this is the right choice.” “As you wish,” I replied.

			Soon after this, I was in the chapel of the Holy Unmercenaries with Gero-Theophylactos. I did something and got sweaty, so I went out to a little hut nearby to change my undershirt. Inside that little hut there was a little icon of the Annunciation. I felt this icon attracting me with so much love and grace that I could have eaten it! I told this to Geronda, and he said: “Didn’t I tell you that God will enlighten you to know that He wants us to dedicate our new chapel to the Annunciation?”

			We had one large cave and one small cave there. We fixed it up very nicely, with a little window, a little door, and a ladder. People called Geronda a “Cave-dweller” because he kept living in caves—in Katounakia, in St. Basil’s Skete, in the Small Skete of St. Anne, and finally in New Skete.

			[image: ]

			Elder Ephraim in front of his hut in New Skete.

			

	

Rejuvenation

			Geronda was very pleased with our new place, as can be seen from the following words he wrote:

			We here, by the grace of Christ, are doing well. With the Divine Liturgies we are provided for sufficiently. People send us names and money for Forty-day Liturgies and we also do some handicrafts. Our young priest is sickly. Joseph is the guest-master of the skete this year, so he is busy with the visitors; he provides no help to us. Athanasios stays by himself in a hut. Father Haralambos makes some seals for prosphora. Gero-Arsenios is the gardener, and I am the cook. Theophylactos is with Joseph…. We live very pleasantly, by the grace of God…. We also have a little boat to go fishing. They catch perches, Pinnas, sea-urchins. Joseph is the captain of the boat. But our main work is noetic prayer. Mourning and tears. Watchfulness and theoria. Abundant are Thy spiritual mercies, O Lord!2

			Once we settled into our huts at New Skete, we regained our health. We no longer needed to wear all those layers to keep warm. We could even drink cold water! It wasn’t just the milder climate but everything we needed was nearby, and this greatly reduced the amount of hauling. As a result, we had more time for spiritual activities. We were even able to keep our old schedule, even though we were more accessible to people, because the fathers of New Skete respected our schedule. We came to life and were young again. Everyone recovered except for Geronda, who continued being ill. Whether it was from his strict fasting, the toil of keeping vigil, the sweat of praying, his harsh battles, or the enemy’s warfare, his life had become one big affliction.

			One day at New Skete, Geronda said to me:

			My child, the conclusion I have drawn now after so many years and so much ascesis is that the ideal monastic path is to find a spiritual guide, to have light physical labor, and to have a schedule for prayer and fasting. I have realized that we need to be at a low altitude—as we are now here—where we can easily find everything we need so that we aren’t always busy carrying things on our backs from far away. Otherwise we would spend all our energy doing that, and then we would be too tired to keep vigil at night comfortably. This is an optimal degree of moderation for being rested enough to have time for prayer.

			He reached a similar conclusion regarding food. In the beginning he never ate food with oil. But when he acquired young disciples, he realized that the younger generation doesn’t have the strength to fast constantly. For this reason, on non-fasting days we began eating food with oil and sometimes even cheese, if we had any.

			Nevertheless, he did miss the special grace he experienced when he had greater deprivations. He said: “When I lived at St. Basil’s Skete, fresh fish was a rare luxury, but here I can have it all the time. Now that I have material comforts, however, God does not give me spiritual comforts with the same intensity as at St. Basil’s. Now, when I approach the King’s palace and knock on the gate, it does not open. Back then, not only did the gate open, but I was allowed to enter and speak with the King.”

			[image: ]

			The Brotherhood of Elder Joseph in New Skete.

			

	

Our Cats

			When we were at the Small Skete of St. Anne, we had only one cat. One day as we were boiling potatoes, I don’t know how, but he managed to steal one and started eating it. Geronda was about to chase him down and grab him, but the cat rolled over and raised his legs in the air! Then Geronda said: “I can’t spank him now that he’s being so humble. Seeing such humility makes you want to say, ‘May God forgive you’ and even let him eat the potato.”

			God does the same to man. No matter what mistake a person makes, God doesn’t punish him if he humbles himself. But if he doesn’t humble himself, God will “spank” him until he seeks forgiveness. However, as soon as he asks for forgiveness, God forgives him.

			At New Skete, Geronda had five or six cats. He felt sorry for them and fed them well. But this made them too lazy to hunt for mice, and so his hut had several mice. One day he had caught a mouse in a trap. He told me, “Open the trap and give it to the cat.”

			I opened the trap and the mouse came out, but the cat ignored it. Geronda was unhappy with that and said to me, “Grab it!” So I ran after the mouse and dove and grabbed its back. It was disgusting, but I didn’t want Geronda to be unhappy.

			I had only two cats—Spotty and Blacky—but I trained mine. When they needed punishment, I would rub a hot pepper on their nose, and it would burn the poor fellows. Afterwards, to make up for it I would call out to them, “Spotty! Blacky!” They would come, and I would give them chocolate or fruit. It was wonderful, all by myself with my two little cats.

			When I was on the brink of tuberculosis, someone had sent me fresh butter and some other things to eat. One day as I was working on my handicraft, one of my cats walked by with white whiskers; he had gotten into my butter. He got the spanking of his life. I said to him, “This is the first and last time you’re going to eat my food!”

			At night I made my cats keep vigil. “Get along now,” I told them. “I’ll keep vigil, and you catch mice.” Neither of them slept. Whenever Blacky caught a mouse at night, he had to show it to me. He knew that I was inside and wasn’t asleep, so he would stand outside and meow. I had to tell him, “It is blessed,” and only then would he eat it. Those were amazing cats.

			Returning to my hut after Liturgy, I would tell them, “Come here. Let me give you your ‘antidoron.’” And I gave them candies or something sweet.

			Once they were fighting with each other and I said to them, “Okay, who started it?” Then they stopped fighting and lifted up their front paws. They were so funny! When Geronda saw how obedient they were, he said, “They serve you, Papa.”

			One day Geronda told me to go catch some fish. So I went down to the dock, and my cats came, too. After catching some fish, my cats were looking at them. I warned them: “Don’t you dare touch these fish. If you do, I’ll throw you into the sea!” After hearing that, they didn’t touch them. What discipline they had!

			When I finished I said to them, “Spotty, you stay here at my hut.” Then I went up to Geronda’s hut with Blacky and the basket of fish. When I reached his hut, I left Blacky outside with the basket of fish. After I went inside to get Geronda’s blessing, he said, “Where are the fish?”

			“I left them outside. Blacky is guarding them.”

			“Oh, Papa! The cats will eat them.”

			We went outside and saw that Blacky had fought off Geronda’s five chubby cats. Blacky had bitten them and chased them off to the side. As soon as Geronda saw this, he asked with wonder, “How did you make your cats like that?”

			“They’re just being obedient, Geronda.”

			“Make him come here,” Geronda ordered me.

			“Come here!”

			I called out to Blacky, and he came.

			“Now spank him,” Geronda said in order to test me.

			“May it be blessed.”

			I spanked Blacky, and he was just looking at me as if to say, “Что такое?3 Why are you spanking me? This isn’t fair.”

			Whenever I sat down at mealtime, Blacky would sit next to me. The others would tell him, “Get out of here!” But he wouldn’t budge. It was as if he was saying, “No. I’m next to my Geronda.”

			

	

Separation from Geronda

			From the writings of the holy Fathers and from Geronda’s teachings to us, we knew that a disciple’s progress depends on his connection to his elder. Since our understanding of this spiritual law was only theoretical, Geronda wanted to give us practical experience of it. So he said to us one day: “Let’s try something, my children. Pretend that I don’t exist and that you are living separately—as you will after I depart. Do your work by yourselves, your cooking by yourselves, and your prayer by yourselves.”

			“May it be blessed,” we replied.

			So I stayed in my hut and worked on my own, cooked on my own, and prayed on my own. At first I thought the solitude would be wonderful. But when I tried to keep vigil, I couldn’t pray. Even though I was saying the prayer, it was dry and had no fruit. Despite the fact that I was waking up on time and doing everything as Geronda had taught, I was still empty! What was wrong?

			Afterwards I asked Geronda why I had found no grace despite my efforts. He answered: “You know why? I tested you like this and made you believe that you didn’t have an elder, even though your elder was still alive. I wanted you to experience what happens when a disciple separates himself from his elder. Even though you did so out of obedience, you still couldn’t find any grace. Just think what would have happened to you if you had done so out of self-will! So, remember this experience.”

			

	

Father Alexios

			When we were at New Skete, a possessed young monk named Father Alexios came to live with us. When he was eighteen, he was in the world and worked with his uncle who built wooden barrels, carts, and wheels. He was a hard-working teenager, but he didn’t know much about the spiritual life.

			One day he fell asleep outside on a cart. When he was still half asleep, he saw a black cat enter the kitchen. He was afraid that it was going to eat something, so he jumped up and ran after it. But it wasn’t a cat; it was a demon. Since he was still drowsy, he tripped and bruised his leg. After bruising himself, he blasphemed God. This is what the demon was waiting for in order to enter him.

			From then on, this poor fellow was always tired and irritable. He saw some doctors but to no avail. They tried treating him with tranquilizers, but he grew worse every day. No one could help him. He began to despair because he didn’t know what to do.

			One day he clearly heard a voice telling him: “Go to the Holy Mountain and become a monk.” He didn’t know anything about monasticism or the Holy Mountain, so he started asking people, “What do monks do? What’s the Holy Mountain?”

			After asking around, he learned a few things and went to the Holy Mountain. He found a simple old monk named Gero-Haralambos who was a cobbler. He stayed with him and was tonsured a monk and was given the name “Alexios.” As soon as he was tonsured, the demon revealed itself. Whenever it overcame him, his voice changed to the voice of a prostitute and said all kinds of filthy things.

			Geronda heard about Fr. Alexios when we moved to New Skete, and he wanted to help him in some way. What did Geronda devise to get him to come? He told Gero-Arsenios, “Why don’t we call that Fr. Alexios to come and make us some barrels?” Gero-Arsenios went and asked him, and he agreed to come and stay with us until he finished making the barrels. Geronda told him to stay in a shack near my hut. He was slightly older than I. I worked in my hut carving prosphora seals while he worked on his barrels outside.

			On the third day, he came inside and said to me, “Papa, won’t you teach me to carve prosphora seals, too? Those barrels I make are hard work, and I’ve got this thing inside me that constantly disgraces me.”

			“I will teach you, my brother; may it be blessed! Look, this is how you do it. The tools are here, the wood is there, and the samples are in front of you. You will work at this bench. The only thing is that, as you see, all the fathers here in this brotherhood don’t talk; they are always saying the prayer.”

			I said this to avoid, as much as possible, idle talk and distraction from prayer. But something else also crossed my mind at that moment: “I wonder if demoniacs can say the prayer?” So we began to work, saying the prayer. Only a few moments passed and the demon flared up within him. He turned red and suddenly gave a kick to everything in front of him. Everything went flying towards me: the tools, the seals, the knife. It’s a good thing the knife didn’t stab me! What could I do? I grabbed Alexios to keep him from falling down and hitting himself.

			Meanwhile, the demon changed his voice, and he started shouting, using foul language, threatening, and swearing: “Shut up, you scum!” it said from within him. “Shut up! Stop that muttering! Why do you keep saying the same words over and over again? Quit saying those words. You make me dizzy. I’m fine inside you—why do you want to disturb me? I’m going to tear you to pieces!”

			The demon absolutely hated the prayer. It went on like this for a while and tormented him. Then it stopped and he calmed down. When he came to himself and regained his natural facial color, he said to me: “See what it does to me? This is what I go through all the time.”

			“Patience, my brother, patience!” I said to him. “Don’t pay any attention to it. These are not your own words, so don’t get upset. You just concentrate on the prayer.”

			We stopped working and went up to Geronda. On the way, he said to me, “Father, should I say a prayer also for the one inside me, for God to have mercy on him as well?”

			What a thing for that poor fellow to say! At once the demon seized him, lifted him up, and slammed him down. The whole place shook. His voice changed and it started up again:

			“Shut up, you scum!!! Shut up, I told you. What are you saying? What do you mean, “mercy”? Not mercy! I don’t want mercy! No! What have I done to ask for mercy? God is unjust! For one little sin, for one proud thought, He banished me from my glory. It’s not our fault; it’s His fault! He should repent, not us! Get mercy far away from me!”

			Again I grabbed him tightly to keep him from hitting himself. The demon tormented him terribly and left him a wreck. I shuddered at what the demon said. In a few minutes I had learned more about demons through experience than I could have grasped from reading thousands of books.

			We went on to Geronda. Geronda always received him and talked to him with great love, and that young man was always calm when he was with him. Geronda prayed a great deal for such people, for he knew what a martyrdom they went through from the demons.

			He said to us: “If we, who have the demons outside of us, are so tormented by the thoughts and passions they instigate, what a martyrdom must these unfortunate people endure, who have the demons inside them day and night!” And shaking his head sadly, he concluded: “Perhaps they are going through their hell here. But woe to those who will not repent so that God may chasten them compassionately in one way or another in this present life!” 

			And he quoted the words of a saint, who said: “If you see a person who sins openly and does not repent, and nothing grievous happens to him in the present life up to the hour of his death, then know that the examination of this person will be without mercy in the hour of judgment.” As Geronda said these things, we regarded that troubled brother with more and more sympathy.

			After we finished eating, I went back to my hut and forgot about Fr. Alexios. That evening during vigil, I suddenly heard a woman shouting. I was taken aback and wondered, “How did a woman get on the Holy Mountain? Maybe she came by boat.” But it wasn’t a woman; it was Fr. Alexios!

			During the services, he did not come inside the church with the fathers but wandered around outside on the rocks with his prayer-rope and kept shouting out the prayer continuously: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me! Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me! Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me!” The whole place echoed with it.

			He had experienced how much the prayer burns the demon. And as he roamed around the rocks, incessantly saying the prayer, suddenly his voice would change and the demon would start: “Shut up, I told you, shut up! You’re choking me! Why do you stay out here wandering around the rocks and muttering? Go inside with the others and stop this muttering. They need your help. Why do you keep repeating the same thing day and night and not give me a moment’s rest? You’ve made me dizzy, you’ve scorched me; you’re burning me—don’t you understand?”

			And when the time of temptation was over, he would go back to the prayer with the prayer-rope: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me….” He had understood very well something that the demon thought he could not understand. It was with pain of soul, and yet with hope, that we saw him suffer, struggle, and endure. Anyway, he stayed with us for a while and then left, considerably improved. We never saw him again, though. God knows what became of him.

			Notes
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			Fr. Haralambos, Elder Joseph, Fr. Ephraim
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			Elder Joseph’s Sunset

		

	


			His Illnesses

			Hypoalbuminemia

			As the years passed, Geronda began losing his strength. His numerous labors, the severe deprivation, his continual fasts, his avoidance of physical comforts and medicine, his intense zeal to struggle—all this deteriorated his health to such an extent that he looked much older than he was. A visitor who met him when he was sixty, seeing his lack of strength and mobility, thought he must be at least seventy-five.

			Even when he was in his fifties, his legs had become so weak that he had extreme difficulty standing and walking. He could only walk short distances by intermittently pausing to rest. He could not walk at all on uneven ground unless we pushed him going uphill and held him back going downhill. Taking just a few steps would make him wheeze, and the slightest amount of work would exhaust him.

			The problem was that he had hypoalbuminemia, which causes swelling throughout the body. The swelling began in his legs and then went up to his abdomen. Nevertheless, his fighting spirit didn’t let him give up his ascetical diet because he had learned to walk by faith rather than by logic. He wouldn’t even consider eating something extra when it was not time to eat. Furthermore, his weakened body kept him from falling asleep at his regular time, and thus he began to suffer from insomnia. In this condition, two serious illnesses befell him: anthrax and then cardiac insufficiency. These are what ended his life on earth.

			For years he had been yearning for death because his conscience was at rest, and it assured him that he had “fought the good fight.”1 The more spiritual a person becomes, the more he desires to depart from this life in order to meet Christ. As St. John of the Ladder wrote: “He who expects death every day is certainly a great worker of virtue, but he who desires it every hour is a saint.… Some (if such can now be found), through the action of the Holy Spirit, ask for their departure.”2 From the following words of Elder Joseph, we can see that he truly was such a saint:

			Death, which is awesome and dreadful for most people, is a repose for me, something sweet that will relieve me from the afflictions of the world as soon as it comes. And I await it any time now. It is truly awesome; but then again, it is also a great struggle for one to bear all the burdens of the world today, when everyone demands that his neighbor fulfills all the commandments, while ignoring them himself. This is how our times are. For this reason, patience is required until we breathe our last standing upright.… Because of these things and everything else, I have become a corpse. I beg God to take me so that I may rest.3

			

	

Anthrax

			On December 31, 1957, he felt discomfort and numbness throughout his body. A large pimple appeared on the back of his neck, and he said to us, “My children, this is a New Year’s Eve present!” The following day we saw that his neck had become swollen and very inflamed. Geronda had chills and was completely exhausted, but he paid no attention to it. We tried to persuade him to accept medical help, but he wanted to leave it in God’s hands.

			As we found out later, this pimple was anthrax, which is a local infection of the skin that looks like a large ulcer, black and necrotic. If it is not treated in time, it can progress to blood poisoning and death.

			After two or three days, his condition severely worsened, but he still wouldn’t let us call a doctor. He said, “If the Unmercenary Saints want to heal me, so be it, but I’m not seeing a doctor.”

			Soon he reached the brink of death. We went to Father Artemios in St. Anne’s Skete who knew practical medicine and anxiously asked him: “What can we do now? He doesn’t want us to call a doctor!”

			“Don’t worry,” he replied. “If the blood poisoning progresses, he will become delirious. If that happens, call me immediately and I’ll save him.”

			Meanwhile, the swelling on his neck had become the size of two fists. Soon afterwards, Geronda said, “Arsenios, how are we going to have Liturgy? We don’t have a priest today.”

			“What do you mean, Geronda? We have two priests,” Gero-Arsenios responded.

			“Oh, yes. I thought we were at St. Basil’s Skete.”

			As soon as I heard him say that, I ran like a jack rabbit to St. Anne’s Skete and said to Father Artemios, “Quick! Geronda has become delirious and doesn’t recognize us!”

			Father Artemios immediately came and said to Geronda, “How are you doing, Geronda?”

			“Fine. What brings you here?”

			“Oh, I just passed by to see you. What’s this you have sticking out on your neck? My, my! Let me feel it.”

			Father Artemios punctured it with a knife and pus came out. He cleaned it up and put gauze on it. Afterwards he told us, “If you had waited another three days to call me, he would have died!”

			Because of the large wound it left, Geronda couldn’t keep his head up. It kept drooping down. Nevertheless, he still refused medical help. We were all crying and begging him to change his mind. Finally, since we kept insisting, he felt sorry for us and let us do whatever we thought best. Then we asked the fathers in New Skete for help, and Father Makarios offered to give him antibiotic injections. One time he was having difficulty finding Geronda’s vein, and Geronda said to him with a smile, “Keep poking, Father Makarios! Keep poking!”

			Meanwhile, Father Artemios continued applying ointments, and we did our best to take care of him. In the army Papa-Haralambos had learned a thing or two about caring for the wounded, so he stayed beside Geronda. Every thirty minutes he would roll him over, and every two hours he would change his clothes. Papa also kept the wood-stove lit because it was still winter. He only managed to sleep half an hour or an hour now and then.

			All in all, we gave him 120 injections, not including the booster shots. His wound had filled with pus. Papa-Haralambos used his wood-carving tools to slit openings to drain the pus. Geronda fearlessly said, “Cut me open!” So much pus came out that it filled a cup. His blood flowed like a river, and we used up all the cotton in Daphne. What a large wound it was! A lemon could have fit in the hole it left.

			The only thing Geronda could eat was boiled greens. Three times he called us to bid farewell and give us his final blessing, and we stayed up all night thinking that he would die. We kept weeping beside him night and day, but his time had not yet come.

			After a month he recovered somewhat. Someone had sent us a special medicine that cured him with God’s help. He hadn’t eaten for forty days. After taking that medicine, he ate, slept, and recovered.

			When he started recovering, he said, “Glory to God! Give me something to eat so that I can get back on my feet and do my duties.” What a fighter! Even though he was still weak after such a lengthy trial, the first thing he wanted to do was his spiritual duties. But his body could no longer follow his soul’s desires. He remained immobile in bed for another five months, and we kept rolling him over in bed. To answer the letters he constantly received, he dictated to me and I did the writing.

			Finally he recovered and was able to walk with canes. He once again began doing the cooking and answering letters on his own. An entire year passed before he fully recovered. But even then, he was in constant pain and completely exhausted. Afterwards he wrote the following about this illness:

			It was a great trial. I thank God very much that He showed me His great love. May His holy Name be glorified. The sister4 you know was my only help from the world. Like a mother she frequently sent all things necessary for the sick. Our Panagia will reward her duly for her love.5

			

	

The Temptation of Disbelief

			After Geronda recovered I asked him, “Geronda, when you were delirious and on the verge of dying, what did you feel? What were you thinking?”

			“I will tell you for your own benefit and so that you can benefit others. You know what the devil did to me? You know what he tried to do?”

			“What, Geronda?”

			“He stuck a crowbar under my foundation and tried to overturn the entire edifice of my faith. He nearly overturned everything that my struggle and the grace of God had built, and he almost destroyed the foundation of my faith in God. When I saw the very foundations of my faith being shaken, I said to myself, ‘Where am I going now? Where am I being led?’ When I tried to disprove the devil’s claims by citing states of grace I had experienced, he refuted every one of them by attributing them to coincidence, human nature, delusion, circumstance, feelings, or by merely dismissing them as natural, non-existent, or demonic. In other words, he cleared out and discarded everything I had from grace and everything I had learned through experience. He left me bare, and I said to myself, ‘Oh, my!’ This is why I was imploring God to get well, so that I could deal with these temptations. He heard my prayers and I came back to life. See what the devil did!”

			Hearing this, I said to myself, “My, my! Woe is me! If the devil tried to confuse Geronda, how will I ever manage if he does the same to me?”

			Temptations like this make a person more experienced, so that he is more careful. They make him say, “Without God I can do nothing. I can’t even have faith. If God wills, I will have faith; if He doesn’t, I won’t.” If a person can say this with conviction, he is building on the rock. If he can’t, he is building on sand. A rock is solid, and not even waves can break it, but sand shifts with waves and the wind, and a house built on it can collapse. The rock is the awareness that one can do nothing without the power and grace of God. But in order for this rock to be formed, one must go through many trials in life to learn through experience man’s weakness and God’s omnipotence. This is what Geronda meant when he wrote:

			One must never become overconfident before his soul leaves the body. But even when he is ascending to heaven, he must expect to descend into Hades at any moment. I would even say that the descent can occur at that very moment. So one should not be surprised at changes, but should be aware that both conditions are his.6

			God allowed this to happen to him to protect him with humility at the end of his life. God also allowed it so that he could transmit this experience to us youngsters for our benefit. Speaking from his own experience, Geronda once warned someone: “The primary goal of the devil is to undermine our faith so that he can ridicule us for having betrayed and denied God.”7

			

	

Cardiac Insufficiency

			On January 1, 1959, Geronda began feeling even worse and had difficulty breathing. I saw him happily say to Gero-Arsenios, “Father Arsenios! A blessing from God!”

			“What is it?” Gero-Arsenios asked.

			“It hurts here,” Geronda said as he pointed to his heart. “It looks like something is happening. Ah, my dear Panagia! May this problem become serious so that I leave here as soon as possible.”

			He kept making the sign of the cross over his heart to bless that problem. He began having heart attacks due to his cardiac insufficiency. The worse he became, the more he rejoiced. He was celebrating! I have never seen anyone face with such bravery that which every man on earth fears. This bravery is evident in the final letters he wrote:

			I am near death. I am all swollen up and feel faint, but I do not stop; I want to do something good—even if it means struggling until my soul departs.… Perhaps I have just a few days left. I am begging God to take me so that I can rest. I have become tired of this life.8

			When the pain became intense, instead of groaning he would make a pleasant sound as if he were being soothed. Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia was perplexed when he heard this and asked, “What’s going on, Geronda? Are you feeling pain or pleasure?”

			“I am in pain, my child,” he replied, “but I am also happy. God is so good to give me pain now, so that I will be rewarded with abundant grace in the life to come.”

			Elder Joseph taught us the following “equation” he had deduced from his own experience: “The amount of grace we are entitled to receive is proportional to the severity of a temptation we can bear with gratitude towards God.”

			

	

No Doctors

			Even though his hypoalbuminemia and cardiac insufficiency gave him difficulty, he wouldn’t let us call a doctor. All he wanted was to depart as soon as possible. As he mentioned in one of his letters, he kept looking forward to being buried in the cemetery.9 At first we gave in to his wishes, and whenever he had an attack we merely read the Unction Service, and he recovered. But his condition became worse every day. The swelling had reached his abdomen. We wanted to call a doctor, but Geronda still didn’t want one.

			For the first time we disciples of his had a disagreement. Some of us thought we should call a doctor anyway, while others felt that we must be obedient to his wishes. Fr. Athanasios, Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, and I said that we should call a doctor. Even though he himself didn’t want one, we believed it was our responsibility to take care of our spiritual father. But Gero-Arsenios said: “Since Geronda doesn’t want a doctor, don’t call one.”

			Fr. Athanasios objected, “We’re going to make Geronda die! Geronda is saying that simply out of self-denial.”

			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia said, “If Geronda says ‘no,’ that means ‘no’!”

			I disagreed and said, “But if we don’t and he dies, what will our conscience be telling us afterwards? Not only that, but what will everyone else be telling us? They will say, ‘Why didn’t you help the man? What kind of spiritual children are you, anyway?’”

			In the end, we won the argument because we were in the majority. So we immediately made arrangements. I went to Daphne and made a phone call to Ierissos10 for a pathologist to come. I told him, “When you come, make sure that you act as if you are on a pilgrimage and just happen to be passing by.”

			When he arrived, I told Geronda, “Geronda! A doctor just happened to stop by on a pilgrimage. Should I bring him in to take a look at you?”

			“It must be from God, my child. Bring him in.”

			The doctor examined him and said: “You have heart problems due to pus in your tonsils. You will die if you don’t do anything about it.”

			Geronda replied joyfully, “Thank you! I’m glad you said, ‘you will die’ because that’s exactly what I want!”

			The doctor ignored what Geronda had said and continued: “To save you, I’ll give you pills for the swelling and boosters for your tonsils.”

			“Oh, well,” Geronda replied. “I might as well take them.”

			After having those injections, Geronda felt relief. We went inside, and he said to me, “That was good! The first time in my life I saw a doctor! He was a good doctor; he figured out what was wrong with me.”

			Then Geronda said to me, “Come here, Junior.” He looked me in the eyes and questioned me, “Tell me: did that doctor really just happen to be passing by?”

			“God sent him,” I answered.

			“Yes, my child. It was from God. Thank God!”

			Afterwards, I said to myself: “I got out of that one just fine, but I didn’t just lie—I lied to my elder! How will I go and serve the Liturgy like this? I have to tell him the truth! I must confess!”

			So when we were in church that night, I did a prostration to him and said: “Geronda, forgive me. That doctor came because we called him. But we did it out of love as your children. You are our father, and we have to take care of you.”

			He looked at me. He realized, of course, what my intentions were, so he smiled, held my head with both hands, and said, “This little head is full of brains! Get along now, my little child. Go serve the Liturgy. May God forgive you. I know that you did it out of love.”

			

	

Serious Heart Problems

			On the eve of the feast day of the Meeting in the Temple,11 I was getting ready to go to St. Paul’s Monastery for their all-night vigil. As soon as I did a prostration to Geronda for his blessing to go, he developed severe chest pain. He looked like a corpse and could barely breathe. He kept saying: “My dear Jesus, have mercy on me! My dear Jesus, have mercy on me! My dear Jesus, have mercy on me!” I was amazed to see him use the little strength he had to pray so fervently and constantly.

			When I saw him in this condition, I said to myself, “It’s all over now.” I checked his pulse, and it was so faint that I couldn’t feel it. I asked him, “Geronda, are you dying now?”

			“No,” he answered and motioned for me to read the Unction Service. As soon as we read it, the problem with his heart stopped, and he recovered immediately.

			A month later, the blessed period of Lent began. Even though Geronda loved fasting so much that he used to do many extra “Lents,” this year he decided not to fast during Lent for the first time. He could tell that his body could no longer endure deprivation. He had great discernment and decided to break the fast so that he would have more strength for his spiritual struggle.

			Two months later after Pascha, he had another cardiac event that lasted three hours. I saw him withering away before my very eyes. He had no pulse. I asked him, “Geronda, are you dying now?”

			“No, my dear Papa,” he replied.

			“Should I read the Service of Unction for you?”

			He nodded.

			As soon as we finished reading it, his heart problem stopped. Then he began weeping and said a phrase from the Memorial Service: “Alas, what a struggle the soul has as it is separated from the body.”

			What tears he had! What weeping! Gero-Arsenios said to him, “Are you still weeping? Why are you weeping? It’s not good for your health!”

			Geronda replied, “Leave me alone, Gero-Arsenios. Be quiet. Let me be.”

			

	

A Memento for Papa-Ephraim

			In those days, Papa-Ephraim of Katou-nakia begged Geronda to write him a letter to keep as a memento. Geronda, who loved him dearly, complied with his wishes and wrote him the following note:

			My divine, sacred love, my beloved child Papa-Ephraim, You have my paternal kisses. You have all my love and my blessing, which I gave you just two days ago. For ten days I was very ill and ate nothing. Two days ago some medications came from America. I started taking them and improved. Let’s see how long they help. I don’t think I will get well no matter how hard my brotherhood tries. They labor in vain and merely delay my departure. My body is poisoned and will not decompose. The worms will not want to eat it. So be calm. My time has not come yet.

			I greet you wholeheartedly

			—humble and sorely suffering Elder Joseph.12

			

	

Another Cardiac Event

			That summer he had an even worse episode. The previous day he had dictated several letters to me, since he couldn’t write then. In the morning I said to him: “Geronda, I’m going to go send those letters.”

			“Come back quickly. I want you by my side,” he replied.

			He made me understand what he meant. I ran like lightning to deposit those letters. As soon as I returned, he had another cardiac event. He had foreseen it. He kept saying: “Jesus! My dear Mother! Jesus! My dear Mother!” He usually liked to call the Panagia “dear Mother.” He was praying with his mouth because his heart was too weak to say prayers. I stayed by his side and held his hand. Seeing him looking like a corpse, I was full of anxiety. In the meantime, a monk passed by.

			“What do you want, Father?” I asked him.

			“I want to see Geronda.”

			“Geronda is dying.”

			“Should I leave?”

			“Yes. He can’t speak with you.”

			After struggling with this heart problem for four hours, Geronda finally began to improve. It took him another four hours to recover fully. When he did, he asked me, “What did Father Constantine want?”

			I was amazed that Geronda had noticed him, considering that he had no pulse at the time.

			“He wanted to see you, Geronda, and I told him that you couldn’t see him.”

			“All right.”

			“Geronda, are you going to die now?”

			“No.”

			He not only had foreknowledge of when cardiac events would strike, but he even knew whether or not it was his time to depart.

			“Geronda,” I asked, “how did you feel when you were suffering this cardiac event?”

			“I felt as if I were walking barefoot on red-hot coals. That’s how my heart was burning me. Pray for me.”

			Despite his level of sanctity, he still wanted human support: our prayers.

			

	

Trying to Keep Him Alive

			All of us, and especially Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, tried to keep him alive by resorting to various doctors and medications. We would send letters describing his symptoms to his spiritual children who were doctors, and they would send us medications. They would also send us money to pay for all the doctors we called to come, who would charge at least one thousand drachmas for every visit, not including the cost of the medications.

			Geronda would tell us: “Don’t labor in vain! My time has come to depart. Your attempts to help me are merely bothering me. But since you insist, do as you please.”

			It was not God’s will for Geronda to live. Geronda realized this, as is evident from the following excerpts from letters he wrote in those days:

			Today we had doctors and injections, but the hand of the Lord is above all. I wrote to you that my difficulty in breathing is caused by my heart condition, but deep down, the truth is that it is from God. When I was young, I struggled voluntarily. Now we must struggle involuntarily to have a greater reward. 

			I see it all, my child, but what can I do? Your brethren are not giving up. They are trying to revive me. But I see that the hand of the Lord is above me. I, the poor fellow, weep inconsolably and fruitlessly. I shout at them, “Let me die!” I will not leave. I will not go anywhere, lest I die on the road. I shall fall asleep here with my Fathers.13

			I am constantly ill. I am like a paralytic. I can’t take ten steps. Because of this and everything else, I am dead tired.14

			The doctor is sustaining me with injections and is telling me that I shall get well. But my brotherhood is crying. They are not letting me depart.15

			Slowly but surely I am walking to the fatherland. “Here have we no continuing city.”16 My brotherhood is trying with every means to turn me back, but unfortunately I am quickly walking towards the grave. I shall go there and wait for all of you.17

			As the days passed, Geronda’s condition steadily worsened. He was on the “home stretch.” We never let him be alone; we took turns staying with him to assist him with whatever he needed. He appreciated this care of ours and wrote to someone: “My little children wept continuously and served me like angels of God.”
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			The End Approaches

			Visit of the Archangel Michael

			One day in July of 1959, Geronda was sitting in his armchair, and I was holding him from behind. The door to the chapel opened, and then the door opened to the room where Geronda and I were. I looked up and saw a giant beardless monk wearing a cowl with a cross on it. He was wearing the red angelic schema along with the polystavrion,1 just like the angel that appeared to Saint Pachomios. His expression was both sweet and austere simultaneously, and he was completely white. Seeing him aroused feelings of both fear and love together. As soon as the door opened halfway, he looked at me straight in the eyes and then at Geronda. He closed the door and left without saying anything, yet I felt as if he had said to us, “Until later.” I was one thousand percent certain that he was the Archangel Michael.

			Geronda then said to me, “Did you see him, Koutsiko?”

			“I saw him.”

			“It was the Archangel Michael. He told us, ‘Until later.’”

			He didn’t open his mouth, yet he spoke. He spoke with his inner voice—that is how the angels and saints communicate. Along with “hearing” him came the conviction that “until later” meant that he would return soon. Sure enough, less than a month passed before he came back and took Geronda.

			

	

Final Words of Advice

			Soon after that, as I was cooking one day, I was saying the prayer out loud: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			Geronda was nearby with his prayer-rope. He was watching me and was delighted to see me working and saying the prayer. When he saw someone working and not saying the prayer out loud, he would say to himself, “I wonder what this person is thinking? Is his mind perhaps wandering all over the place?” As our spiritual father, he would worry in such cases. But when he heard us saying it out loud, he could be certain that we were praying.

			When he heard me saying the prayer then, he said to me out of joy but also out of his realization that he would be departing soon: “My child, keep saying the prayer. You will have it as your consolation in life. Hold on to it, and everything will fall into place. Hold on to it, and you’ll be all right. Don’t worry. After my departure, this prayer will be everything for you, and it will keep you on the spiritual and monastic path. Don’t let go of it, my child.”

			Through his own experience, he had found the heart of monasticism. He wasn’t just speaking theoretically.

			“Through your prayers, Geronda, I will hold on to it.”

			I continued cooking and saying the prayer, while Geronda just sat there happily listening to me.

			

	

Plans to Become a Hesychast

			One day shortly before Geronda’s repose, I said to myself: “What will I do now after Geronda departs? I know—I will go to some quiet place where no one will come near me. I will even stop serving the Liturgy.2 I will carve crosses and come out of seclusion once every two months to exchange them for rusks and food. I will continue praying exactly as Geronda has taught me. To reap the benefits of hesychia, I will disappear and have no communication with anyone!”

			Geronda realized what I was thinking and said to me: “Listen: since you are a weakling and the most useless one, after I depart you will remain here. I will leave you the chapel of the Annunciation, and Father Timothy will be your disciple.”

			“May it be blessed,” I replied without objecting. Usually when a disciple’s elder dies, the disciple is “freed.” In our case, however, we ended up being obedient even after his death.

			

	

The Abundant Harvest

			Despite his physical ailments and pains, a few days before his repose he said to me for my benefit and instruction:

			“My child, I feel an entire Paradise within me! Tremendous grace. The prayer is working like a clock. I don’t see a single passion active. A blessing from God! I feel no warfare; I have no bad thoughts; I have no passionate uprisings.

			“All this is not because of any recent accomplishment; it is the fruit of my labors when I was young. That is when I labored, and now the just reward has come. See what the labors in youth have brought? See that no toil was in vain? God counted every little thing. If there is a reward for merely giving someone a cup of cold water,3 how much more so are monastic labors rewarded by God with grace and blessings in this life, and with ‘deposits’ in God’s ‘bank’ in the next life. When one departs this world and goes to the other world, he will ‘withdraw’ all those deposits. In other words, the deposits of his labors wait for him, and he will become rich in Paradise according to how he had struggled in this life.

			“So if you don’t struggle and labor now when you are young, you won’t reap the benefit when you’re old; you won’t have anything in your ‘retirement fund.’ So, my child, you too should work hard now so that when the years have passed and you’re old, you will find these things. Just as our forefathers used to say: ‘Work when you’re young to have something when you’re old.’

			“Gero-Arsenios and I wore ourselves out when we were young, and now God has come to reward us. Now that we are old and leaving this life, we are experiencing these things within us. I’m telling you all this so that you will remember it. You’re young, and later this will be useful for you.”

			How did Geronda labor? Primarily through silence, which is a very basic virtue required for progress in noetic prayer. He was silent not just with the mouth of his body but especially with the mouth of his soul—his nous. His nous would not wander aimlessly here and there. A wandering mind is a serious hindrance to noetic prayer.

			Elder Joseph was the last great teacher of noetic prayer. He didn’t only have prayer; he also had watchfulness. He had penetrated into the entire mystery of prayer of the heart and was an expert at it. He was a recipient and bearer of the Uncreated Light. This was the beauty, the fruit of his extensive and arduous labors.

			He himself admitted a few days before his repose: “My child, God has counted me worthy to know noetic prayer in all its depth, height, and breadth.”

			This reflects what he once wrote to someone:

			I was very daring with these things and examined every kind of prayer. I tried out everything, because when grace approaches a person, his nous—that “shameless bird” as Abba Isaac calls it4—seeks to penetrate everywhere, to try out everything.5

			

	

His Last Blessings for Me

			When I first became a disciple of Elder Joseph, he told me the patristic saying: “Have you pleased your elder? You have pleased God.” As I mentioned earlier, my goal in life was to accomplish this; otherwise I would be an utter failure. So I would pray: “My dear God, count me worthy to have his blessing.”

			I served Geronda until his final breath, and I did everything I could to make his life more pleasant. Even though my conscience was at rest that I had succeeded, when his end was approaching I still wanted to hear it from his own mouth, to be certain. Yet I hesitated to approach him on my own and ask him this big question. But since I was agonizing over it, I finally mustered up the courage to ask him: “Geronda, all these years I lived night and day with the concern to succeed in pleasing you. Everything I did, I did it for your sake. By the grace of God, was I successful?”

			“In the same way you have pleased me and given me rest, my child, may God also give you rest.”

			That was it! Hearing that meant the world to me.

			One day shortly before his repose, I asked him, “Geronda, can you say a prayer for me now?”

			“Come here, my child. I’ll do an ‘Unction’ for you.”

			He gave me a hug, took my head on his chest, and then kept blessing me with his dear hands while saying his own improvised prayers. This was the reward for all my labors. That was all I wanted.

			Not only that, but he even told me something that gave me great consolation: “If I find boldness with God, when it is time for you to depart this world, I will inform you three days beforehand, and then when you die I will come and get you.”

			I wonder, will he really come and help me when my dark and black soul departs? For him to say something like this goes to show what great boldness he had before God.

			

	

His Readiness for Death

			The following incident shows how spiritually wealthy Geronda was. Shortly before his death I asked him: “After you go, should Papa-Haralambos and I do a Forty-day Liturgy for you?”

			That wise, great man of God replied: “If I were counting on that to be saved, I would be the most pitiful man on earth. But anyway, for the sake of your conscience, go ahead and do a Forty-Day Liturgy for me: Papa-Haralambos can do half, and you can do the other half.”

			Just think how prepared he was to be ready on his own and not expect help from others to find salvation! He was ready because every night in his vigil he would examine his conscience and do his spiritual “accounting.” This daily task had prepared him perfectly—humanly speaking—to face death. This is what enabled him to tell me: “My little child, how will I cross the bridge? (He was referring to death.) That is where all the trouble lies. After that, my account with God—by His grace—is taken care of, humanly speaking. It’s only crossing the bridge that concerns me.” Just imagine how much his conscience was at rest for him to say this!

			Another indication of his readiness for death was his spiritual state shortly before dying. He would weep out of his great love for Christ and the Panagia. Since he was at peace with his conscience, he waited for death as if it were a festival, a joyful day. He saw it as the ultimate deliverance from the pressures of this life. He couldn’t wait to see the face of God, to delight in His beauty and be filled with it, and to join the angelic ranks.

			

	

His Love for the Panagia

			Geronda’s love for the Panagia surpassed description. To this day, I have never seen someone love and adore the Panagia as much as he did. Tears would run at the mere mention of her name or by seeing an icon of her or at hearing someone chant a hymn to her. Sometimes he would just stand there hugging an icon of hers and shedding so many tears that it looked as if someone had dumped water on it. Even when he had difficulty breathing, he still would weep when thinking about her despite the distraction. He always wept a lot, but he was weeping much more when his illnesses first became serious.

			One day he couldn’t fall asleep, and afterwards he explained the reason why: “I was thinking about the Panagia, and I just couldn’t sleep.” That is how much he loved her. His fiery love for her is clear from the following excerpts from his letters:

			I am unable to kiss the icon of the Panagia just once and then part from her. But when I approach her, she attracts me like a magnet. And I have to be alone because I want to keep kissing her for hours. A certain living breath fills my soul, and I overflow with a grace that does not let me leave. Love, eros of God, burning fire! As soon as you enter the church, it overtakes you—when it is a miracle-working icon—and it gives off such a fragrant waft that you remain in ecstasy for hours without being in yourself, but in a fragrant paradise.6

			As soon as we cry out to her she rushes to our help. You don’t even finish saying, “All-holy Theotokos, help me!” and at once, like lightning, she shines through the nous and fills the heart with illumination. She draws the nous to prayer and the heart to Love. Many times the entire night passes in tears and sweet cries, singing praises to her and especially to Him Whom she carries.7

			All the saints wrote many praises to our Panagia. But I, the poor one, have found no words more elegant or sweet to describe her, than to cry out to her at every moment: “My dear Mother! My dear, sweet Mother! When my soul departs may it come into thy hands, and through them may it be given to its Creator, thine Only-begotten Son. We desire nothing else, our dear, sweet Mother, except to give up our soul amidst that flaming love, at a time when the divine eros is afire.8

			Geronda had been entreating her for a while to take him so that he could rest. Many times he would tightly embrace her icon and beg with warm tears: “When will you come? When you will take my soul?”

			Two months before his repose, the Panagia visited him once again and said to him: “Prepare yourself. You will soon be in my brotherhood.” God and our Panagia counted him worthy of giving him his repose on the day of her repose9 as solid proof of how much she truly accepted his request and clearly responded and rewarded him.
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			His Holy Repose

			Preparations

			Since Geronda was suffering greatly, in the beginning of July of 1959, he decided to call for Papa-Ananias to come and do the Unction Service for him. Geronda also had us pray that God would take his soul. Although God did not take him immediately, He informed him that he would depart on the Dormition of the Theotokos. He then asked me, “My child, when is the feast day of my Mother?” He was referring to the Panagia. I looked on the calendar and told him.

			“On that day,” he continued, “I will leave this world. My little child, get my clothes ready in which you will bury me. On that day, you might be upset and disoriented and you might not find them. Let’s find them now so that you won’t worry about them then. I have my raso there, my cassock there, my belt there, my schema there. Bring them here, my child. Put them in a little bag and hang it up over there so that when the time comes you will have them ready.” He had everything well thought out.

			The days passed with great difficulty. Several days before his departure he said to me: “Listen; on the eve of the Dormition, make sure you buy some watermelon. Also get some cheese and bake fresh bread to feed the fathers who will be coming. Have enough candles ready for everyone, and give them a prayer-rope to use to pray for me and some money to commemorate me. Bury me over there.”

			The way he was speaking, it was as if he were going on a trip, and he was just waiting for the vehicle to take him. Nevertheless, we continued doing whatever we could to keep him alive or at least to alleviate the suffering from his breathing difficulties. He kept telling us, “Don’t labor in vain, my children. No matter what you do I will depart. Just pray for me that nothing unexpected hinders me.”

			[image: ]

			One of the last photos of Elder Joseph, between Papa-Haralambos (on his right) and Elder Ephraim

			

	

The Eve of the Dormition

			I was serving the Liturgy daily and giving Geronda communion every day. He was eating nothing except some rusks and watermelon so that he wouldn’t be taking his pill on an empty stomach. The eve of the Dormition came, and Geronda said to me: “Soak the salt out of the Dusky Grouper1 so that it will be ready for the fathers tomorrow.”

			After I put it to soak, he said to me: “Be careful not to soak it too much because then it will smell.”

			Even though he was about to leave the next day for the next life, out of love he was still concerned for us down to the minutest detail. Early that morning I said to him, “Geronda, should I wash your feet?” Other times I had asked him, and he refused. But this time he let me.

			“Can I also cut your toenails?” I asked.

			“Cut them,” he replied.

			He had never let me cut them, and they had become quite a sight! They had actually curled beneath his toes. My dear Panagia! He was incredible. There was no way I could cut them with a little fingernail clipper. I could barely cut them with a knife!

			Then I said, “Gero-Arsenios, can I wash your feet, too?”

			He didn’t want me to, but Geronda told him, “Let the little fellow do it to have something to remember.” So I washed both their feet and cut their toenails.

			Afterwards, Geronda had severe difficulty breathing. I fanned air on him, and then he recovered.

			Soon after this, he had intense compunction and began weeping. During his last few days he wept more than usual. He had been waiting for death his entire life because his time here on earth had been a painful, toilsome struggle. His soul longed for rest and so did his body. Even though he had vividly implanted within us the remembrance of death, his familiarization with that “most dreadful mystery”—death—made a very strong impression on us.

			With his characteristic simplicity, Gero-Arsenios tried to console him and said: “Geronda, you have toiled and prayed so much all your life. You have cried for your soul so much, and now you’re crying again? Don’t cry anymore; you’ll get short of breath!”

			Geronda looked at him and sighed, “Arsenios, Arsenios,” as if to say, “You are clueless, Arsenios.”

			Geronda was not weeping for his sins which he had perhaps committed, being human; he was weeping because he could sense that he was leaving and going to the God he loved and to the Panagia he adored. Only he knew what he was experiencing, while we were in the dark.

			After his tears stopped, his face was radiant and he didn’t even look sick. At that moment, Mr. Sotirios Schoinas came. He published books in Volos, and we knew him well. He came to collect the dues for an Athonite periodical he was publishing. Geronda welcomed him wholeheartedly, “Welcome, our dear Mr. Sotiri!”

			“How are you doing, Geronda?” Sotiri replied and kissed Geronda’s hand.

			“I am ill.”

			“But you don’t look sick. You’re just fine.”

			“Tomorrow you will hear about it,” Geronda replied, insinuating his death.

			“No, no! Don’t be afraid, Geronda. I’m going to the all-night vigil for the Panagia in the skete, and I’ll be right here.”

			“You will hear the bells toll.”

			“Oh, Geronda, don’t believe something like that.”

			“Fine,” Geronda said. Then he told me, “Vavouli, give the money to Mr. Schoinas and give him refreshments.”

			So I gave him a loukoumi, some cold water, and the money, and then he left. He didn’t pay any attention to what Geronda had said, considering that he was speaking so effortlessly. He could see that Geronda’s face was radiant, but he didn’t realize that this was from God’s grace rather than from physical health.

			

	

The Final Day

			That night I served the Liturgy in Geronda’s little hut. It was the only day Geronda couldn’t stay inside the chapel due to his difficulty breathing and the heat. He stayed out on the balcony next to the chapel’s window. Fr. Timothy hadn’t learned the special melody for the Trisagion yet, so Geronda, with great effort, helped with the chanting. When it was time for Communion, he came inside. As soon as he had received, he said, “A provision for life eternal.”

			Afterwards he went into his cell, and I went with him. He said to me, “You go rest now, but come back quickly as soon as day breaks, just in case I need you.”

			I did a prostration to him and went to sleep a little. When I woke up, I went back to Geronda and found him in the courtyard beneath the vine arbor with Gero-Arsenios. He had swelling from his feet up to his abdomen due to the cardiac insufficiency. Then he stood up, took a few steps out to the open air, and looked up from one corner of the horizon to the other. It was as if he were seeing it for the last time and as if he wanted to bid a final farewell to the world.

			He went and sat down again and then said to me: “Papa, can you give me my pill?”

			“Yes,” I replied. I brought it to him with some water. He took it and drank the water.

			Then he said to me, “Can you take me inside? I need to go to the bathroom.”

			I wrapped my arms around him to lift him up, but he had so much swelling, and I was so weak that I couldn’t.

			“You can’t lift me,” he said. “Call Branko,” who was working in the garden across from us then. Branko was a Serbian novice who lived in our brotherhood during the final six months before Geronda’s repose. He was a very pious person with tremendous physical strength. Geronda loved him very much, and he also loved Geronda very much. Later he became a monk with the name “George.”2

			I called him, and he came. We raised Geronda to his feet, and we helped him slowly go inside. We waited outside. Afterwards, we put him back on his stool outside beneath the vines in his courtyard. As he was sitting there, he said to me, “My little child, I can’t see very well today.”

			“Geronda,” I responded, “even if you were made of steel you couldn’t withstand the martyrdom you’re going through. Not seeing well is nothing in comparison.”

			“Yes, you’re right,” he said.

			

	

The Last Temptation

			Geronda had the desire to depart not only because he was suffering, but also because the grace of God in a mystical way was calling him to heaven. A little while later, in tears he said to me: “The sun is rising higher, my child. Why hasn’t God taken me? His decision was clear. Why is He slow in taking me? The sun is high, and I should have departed by now.”

			This was the last temptation from the devil. As soon as he saw that Geronda’s patience had cracked slightly, he immediately attacked as if he were just waiting for the opportunity. The devil said to him, “Since the sun is rising higher, the revelation you had was incorrect! So you are not going to die now, but instead you will have to continue suffering indefinitely.”

			Even though Geronda was spiritually a tremendous giant and God-seer, he was in trouble at the last moment. The devil took advantage of this tiny crack that had opened in the edifice of Geronda’s soul and quickly tried to insert dynamite in that crack to blow up his soul. In other words, he tried to discourage him and perhaps shake his faith.

			God allowed this to happen so that he would traverse the canal of death with humility rather than being self-confident and considering himself strong and wise. For if Geronda himself had seen the devil’s ploy, the devil could have then said to him: “See? You caught me! I tried setting a trap for you, but you defeated me with your great experience and intelligence!”

			It was as if God were saying to him, “Don’t start thinking you’re so great; see what happens if I leave you? The devil will tear you apart with a little lie. That’s how useless you are. You are just a man of clay. Now you see in practice that things are exactly as you taught:3 you are nothing but clay.”

			He knew that he would depart on this day. He was under the impression that he would go at dawn, but God wanted to take him two hours later than that. God wanted to teach him the final lesson of human weakness so that he would not be self-reliant. It is as if God were saying, “Anyone who relies on his own capabilities will be weak without My grace. No matter how many years you live, no matter how much experience you acquire, you still cannot do anything without Me.4 My strength is made perfect in weakness.”5 The reason why the saints were steadfast is because they had this realization that without the grace of God they could not perform even the slightest virtue.

			“Geronda,” I said in a feeble attempt to console him, “it is God’s will for you to depart. He’s not changing His mind.” I saw that he was upset, and I felt bad for him.

			I don’t know how God enlightened me, but then I suddenly said with confidence: “Geronda, don’t worry; we will pray for you now, and then you will depart.”

			That was it. That was what he was waiting for. He was extremely sharp in spiritual matters and was able to pick up on little things that would seem insignificant to most people. He was waiting to see in what manner God would inform him that the moment had arrived.

			I also said to him, “Don’t worry. It’s just from the devil, who has many tricks up his sleeve and even tries to knock us down at the last minute.”

			Just take a look at what I was saying! The student teaching the teacher! I, who was just a child in front of a giant, ended up becoming his benefactor. It’s a good thing that God’s providence had arranged for someone to be beside him then.

			Geronda said to himself, “This youngster must have been enlightened by God to speak like that.” His tears stopped, and he said to me, “I want you to wipe my tears.” I wiped them away, and then he told me: “Take me to my door, and call the other fathers to come do a prostration and receive my final blessing.”

			“Fathers!” I shouted. “Come get Geronda’s blessing!”

			They came and did a prostration, and then Geronda told us: “Everybody scatter and pray for me with your prayer-ropes so that I depart quickly. I am in a rush to go to Christ.”

			“I’m not going anywhere!” said Gero-Arsenios.

			“You will also go,” Geronda ordered him.

			“May it be blessed,” Gero-Arsenios replied.

			We all left: Gero-Arsenios went into his cell which was right there; Branko went across to where he was staying; Papa-Haralambos and Fr. Timothy went down to their hut; and I went to my hut further down. When I got there, I knelt and prayed: “Holy Archangel Michael, come and take Geronda because he can’t take it any longer. Since God has made the decision for him to depart today, let it be an hour earlier. There’s no more room for delay because Satan can do us great harm. Why should Geronda continue to suffer with his breathing problem?”

			

	

His Final Moments

			Right after we left, Fr. Athanasios returned. He had previously gone to the skete. He went up to Geronda, who was sitting on his stool, and said to him: “Geronda, the skete has saddled me with the task of collecting money for their expenses. Give me your blessing to go to the monasteries now.”

			“Father Athanasios, stay here. Go later.”

			“But Geronda, I can’t go later. I have to leave now or else I’ll be late. I don’t have time.”

			“Father Athanasios, stay. You’ll regret it if you leave now.”

			“But I can’t, Geronda! Give me your blessing to go. I can’t stay. I have to go! There’s no time!”

			Geronda could see that he wasn’t listening, so he suddenly said to him, “Oh! I need air! It’s an asthma attack!” And he started panting.

			“What’s wrong?” Fr. Athanasios asked.

			“Take the cardboard and fan air onto me!”

			Of course, Geronda did have breathing problems, but at that moment he didn’t really have an attack. He just said so to keep Fr. Athanasios from leaving. Had he left, afterwards he would have fallen into despair for not having been by his side during his final moments. Geronda figured, “Now that I’m going, who will help him if he falls into despair?” To keep him from suffering, Geronda told a prudent lie.

			So Fr. Athanasios (the poor fellow!) took the cardboard and started fanning air onto Geronda. In this way Geronda managed to keep him there. It was a matter of mere minutes before the end. Even though Geronda was on the very brink of death, his mind was as sharp as ever.

			In the meantime, Gero-Arsenios came out of his cell as soon as he heard Fr. Athanasios, because Fr. Athanasios frequently annoyed Geronda with his disobedience. Whenever Fr. Athanasios gave Geronda a hard time, Gero-Arsenios would stick up for Geronda and tell Fr. Athanasios, “Don’t talk to Geronda like that! Don’t behave like that!”

			But as soon as Gero-Arsenios saw that Geronda was having another asthma attack, he pulled the wire that rang the bell down in Papa-Haralambos’s hut. They had it in case of emergency so that he and Fr. Timothy would come up whenever he rang it.

			A moment later, Geronda said to Gero-Arsenios: “Father Arsenios, can you take off my sock to massage my foot a little? It would make me feel better because it is swollen.”

			Why did he say that? Was he seeking comfort? Not in the least! He was about to go to the other world, and physical comfort was the last thing on his mind. Besides, never in his life had Geronda ever asked for anything like that. He said this so that Gero-Arsenios would not see what he would do when his soul was about to depart, for Gero-Arsenios was very simple and would have started talking.

			As soon as Gero-Arsenios bent over to massage his foot, Geronda began gazing intently up in the sky for two or three minutes. He saw that something was coming. It must have been the Archangel Michael who had promised to come back “later.” Geronda opened his mouth and was about to speak because he was always very instructive. He wanted to speak, but stopped; his tongue was tied. He was not permitted to speak at that moment.

			Then, full of serenity and indescribable spiritual amazement, he turned to them and said, “Everything is finished; I am leaving. Bless!” As he said these final words, he squeezed the hand of Gero- Arsenios—his inseparable companion—to bid him a final farewell. Then he lowered his head down to the right, opened and closed his eyes calmly two or three times, took three breaths, and that was it. He departed with the mind of a healthy man, and gave up his soul into the hands of Him for Whom he had longed and worked since his youth.

			Gero-Arsenios and Fr. Athanasios didn’t believe Geronda when he said that he was dying, and they didn’t notice that he had died, since he had departed so peacefully while fully conscious. So Fr. Athanasios was still fanning air onto him and Gero-Arsenios was still holding Geronda’s head up when Papa-Haralambos and Fr. Timothy arrived. As soon as Fr. Timothy got close he said, “Stop, fathers! Let go of his head. He’s dead! What are you holding his head for? It’s all over! He’s dead!” Then they realized that he was right, and they sent Fr. Timothy to inform me and the others.

			When Fr. Timothy came to inform me, I was just beginning to get drowsy while praying. I hadn’t slept well because I was so concerned about Geronda. Only fifteen minutes had passed from the time he had told us to scatter.

			His death was truly holy. To us, it brought a feeling of resurrection. In front of us we had someone who had just passed away, and mourning was appropriate, yet within us we were living the resurrection. This feeling has never left me. It is this feeling that always accompanies my memory of my ever-memorable holy elder.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 The Dusky Grouper is a kind of fish that is considered to have the best taste of all Mediterranean fishes.

				

				
					2 For more details about the life of Father George (Branko) Viktovich (1920–1971), see: Πρακτικὰ Διορθοδόξων Ἐπιστημονικῶν Συνεδριῶν, σελ. 443–451.

				

				
					3 Vid. Monastic Wisdom, p. 74.

				

				
					4 cf. John 15:5.

				

				
					5 2 Cor. 12:9.

				

			

		

	
		
			12. 

			After His Repose

		

	


			The First Days After

			No Rigor Mortis

			Immediately after his holy repose, we assumed our monastic and Christian responsibilities to our departed elder. We cleaned him and changed his clothes, but he kept slipping out of our hands. His body remained flexible, and he looked as if he were sleeping.

			A natural physiological consequence of death is rigor mortis. When monks and nuns die, however, their bodies do not become stiff; they remain flexible like the body of someone who is merely sleeping. No matter how many hours pass, the bodies of monastics remain flexible.

			As soon as a person receives the monastic schema, he acquires this supernatural characteristic. Even if someone received the schema only an hour before his death, he will not become stiff. Why does this happen? Because God wants to show that He is pleased with monastic dedication. He also wants to show that the death of a Christian is not the end but a sleep. What a beautiful sign this is that shows that God accepts monasticism as a virginal, ascetical, supernatural way of life. It is only natural that a supernatural sign accompanies supernatural monasticism.

			

	

No Sorrow

			We left his body in the chapel. When I served Liturgy the following day, we all felt as if it were Pascha! There was no sorrow but only a resurrectional, paschal joy. All of us felt this without our trying to create this joy; it occurred on its own.

			We buried him in the place he had requested. As we lowered his body into the grave, his body sagged because there was still no rigor mortis. All the fathers of New Skete came for the funeral because he loved everyone and was loved and respected by all.

			I later asked a great ascetic, “Why did all of us feel as if it were Pascha when my elder reposed?”

			“Father,” he replied, “that paschal feeling is the typical manner by which God informs us that the person who departed was a saint.”

			Indeed, after holy people depart from this life, they leave a resurrectional joy with the ones with whom they were spiritually bonded. This is why we were not sad but felt a great joy that we never felt when Geronda was alive. Of course, we were sad about losing Geronda—our father, our great supporter, our teacher, our protector after God. But we primarily felt a certain peace and bliss within us, and we were in a state of grace. In this manner, a joyful sorrow was created within us—a combination of joy and mourning.

			That joy lasted for weeks. When it suddenly ended one day, we all wondered why. Then we counted the days and realized that forty days had passed. According to the teachings of the Church,1 it is on the fortieth day that the soul of the departed will undergo the Partial Judgment and then go to heaven or hell until the Second Coming.

			

	

Enlightenment

			God’s blessing was manifest not just as joy but also as enlightenment. Papa-Haralambos noticed that, after Geronda’s repose, his mind was opened so much that he couldn’t describe it.

			Two priests came to Geronda’s funeral to chant the service because Papa-Haralambos didn’t know how to chant. Yet all of a sudden he began chanting along with them. Moreover, he had such a deep understanding of the hymns that the grace overwhelmed him. The grace was so intense that he couldn’t sleep for three days. On the third day, he told us that he saw the following vision in his sleep:

			I was reading the Gospel, as if I were serving Liturgy, and across from me was Geronda. He was extremely luminous and was decorated like a war hero. He was so bright that I was afraid to look at him. After I finished the Gospel reading, I woke up and contemplated what boldness Geronda must have in heaven.

			After the funeral, Fr. Timothy planted several cypress trees around Geronda’s grave and one beside his head. The one he planted beside his head quickly grew very tall in a supernatural way. When the other fathers saw this, they were all amazed and said, “How did it grow like that? It’s a miracle!” It had indeed grown very tall.

			

	

Final Farewells

			On the day Geronda reposed, we informed Sister Efpraxia at Ouranoupolis that he had passed away. While drenching with tears the telegram she had just received, the door suddenly opened and Geronda entered her room! He appeared exactly as she had known him to be, the only difference being that he was now transparent, his body casting no shadow. It was as if he were made of crystal, and she could see things that were behind him. He was beaming and joyous. Astonished, she rubbed her eyes and exclaimed, “Geronda! Geronda! It says here that you died!”

			“Indeed, my child, I did die. But as you can see, I am alive.”

			She jumped forward to embrace him, but she found herself clasping air because he had disappeared. This sort of appearance and dialogue are a sign of his holiness, especially considering that only five hours had passed since his repose.

			A similar incident occurred with Athenagoras,2 the Bishop of Boston, who later became the Archbishop of Great Britain. He had great reverence for Geronda because Fr. Panteleimon (who had visited Geronda a couple of times) had told him about his holiness. Bishop Athenagoras also visited us once or twice when Geronda was alive. After Geronda’s repose, Bishop Athenagoras saw a vision of him entering his room. He was surprised because he didn’t know that Geronda had passed away. So he called Fr. Panteleimon and said, “I saw Geronda! What’s going on?”

			Since we didn’t have a telephone, Fr. Panteleimon couldn’t call us. Instead, he wrote a letter to us about that vision, and we replied that Geronda had passed away, and this was why Bishop Athenagoras had seen him.

			When Geronda was approaching death, he made a promise to Papa-Ephraim: “I will pass by to bid you farewell before I leave.”

			Papa-Ephraim thought that he meant that he would bid him farewell before dying. When Geronda suddenly died, however, Papa-Ephraim said to himself, “But he said he would inform me before leaving. Why didn’t he?” Papa-Ephraim was puzzled about this for thirty-nine days. 

			In the evening of the thirty-ninth day, while he was sitting outside carving prosphora seals, he suddenly felt a strong fragrance with great sweetness in his heart. He jumped up and wondered, “What fragrance is this?” He searched the entire house, but no one was burning incense. Then he remembered Geronda, and God enlightened him to know that Geronda was visiting him. He then counted the days and realized that it was the thirty-ninth day and that on the fortieth day Geronda would be going to the place God would assign him. Then he remembered Geronda’s promise to him: “I will pass by to bid you farewell before I leave!”

			

	

Postmortem Advice

			When Geronda was still alive I asked him if I should renovate the chapel, enlarge his cell, etc. Geronda told me, “Yes, do so, but unhurriedly and peacefully.”

			A day or two before Geronda’s repose, I went to light the oil-lamps in the chapel while the other fathers were beside Geronda. Geronda then said to them: “Be careful, fathers. After I depart, try to remain as free from cares as possible so that you can devote yourselves to prayer. Don’t get busy doing many projects.” I wasn’t there when he said that, though.

			After his repose, I was about to begin renovation, but Papa-Haralambos and Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia told me that I shouldn’t because Geronda had told them that he doesn’t want us getting involved in cares. Hearing this made me very worried and upset, and I didn’t know what to do.

			A few days later, I was still distressed about what to do, so I went and sat down on Geronda’s stool in the afternoon. Suddenly I heard a voice within me saying: “Do as I told you, and be at peace.” Indeed, I immediately felt at peace.

			That evening I saw Geronda in my sleep. He was sitting on his stool as usual. I ran up to him and said, “Geronda, your blessing!”

			“You have it, my child.”

			“Geronda, what should I do now? You told the fathers to avoid having cares, but you gave me the blessing to renovate the chapel and enlarge your cell.”

			Then I lifted him up from his stool and showed him how I would like to renovate the chapel. Then he turned to me and said: “Yesterday afternoon when you were sitting on my stool in my cell, didn’t I tell you? Do as I told you, and be at peace.”

			This dream I saw confirmed the validity of that voice I had heard within me.

			

	

Bucketfuls of Grace

			Before Geronda’s repose, he had entrusted me with many responsibilities: making handicrafts, taking care of the visitors, taking care of Geronda himself with all his illnesses, and answering his letters (by dictation). I also served Liturgy every day after keeping vigil for hours. Because of all this, I was exhausted.

			One night, a few days before Geronda’s repose, I took his blessing as usual before going to serve Liturgy. After taking his blessing, I sat down on the floor to rest my legs a little. Geronda saw me and asked, “Why are you sitting down?”

			“I’m tired, Geronda.”

			Sometimes when Geronda saw that I was tired and needed encouragement, he would start chanting for me the beginning of the apolytikion for Stylite Saints: “Thou becamest a pillar of patience…”! But this time he said:

			“Hmm.… Yes, you are quite tired, little one. You’re exhausted. I realize that I have loaded you up with many responsibilities, but be a little patient for a few more days. If I find boldness before God after I leave, I’ll send you bucketfuls of grace—not just drops or handfuls but bucketfuls!”

			“Thank you, Geronda.”

			After his repose, I was living alone with Fr. Timothy. About a month or two later, Fr. Timothy went to Karyes to take care of his tooth, leaving me all alone that night. I was out on the balcony right next to the place where Geronda had passed away. I felt great sweetness within me and could tell that something momentous was about to take place. I felt within me what St. Isaac the Syrian wrote: “When the birth of Christ is about to take place in the heart of man, he feels a leap of grace similar to the leap a woman feels in her womb when she is about to give birth.”

			I said to myself, “What’s going to happen now? This must be that leap of grace of the Holy Spirit. Now what do I do? I had better go inside my cell.” I was about to go inside, but I didn’t get there in time.

			Suddenly an intense blessing from God with tremendous grace filled me. It was not like the spirit that Pentecostals experience (which is really the manifestation of a demon that overcomes them), but it was a euphoria of grace, sweetness, and blessing. My mind became angelic, my soul was transfigured, and the tears of joy ran like a stream. Living water springing up into everlasting life was coming from my heart.

			I couldn’t take a step. I held on to the railing of the balcony so that I wouldn’t fall down. The only thing I could do was gaze up at heaven. I wasn’t looking at the sky, of course, but the noetic eyes of my soul were piercing deep into heaven, and I felt within my soul an ineffable bliss and divine happiness. It was as if God had placed a huge funnel above me and was using it to channel more and more bliss into my heart. Knowledge—a great deal of knowledge—delight, sweetness, amazement, and many tears were all coming down to me. I was ecstatic! “What a blessing from God!” I said to myself.

			I’m not sure how long I was riveted there without being able to budge until grace subsided somewhat, and then I was able to go slowly into my cell. When it stopped enough, I sat down and started writing about the gifts of the Holy Spirit just as I had experienced it, as if I were hearing a dictation from within (that is how clearly I remembered everything), and then I sent what I wrote to a nun. The thought came to me: “Behold the bucketfuls of grace from Geronda! Behold the confirmation that Geronda found grace before God!” And this was all a fruit of obedience.

			

	

Exhuming his Relics

			Three years later, we exhumed Geronda’s relics. All of his bones were an amber color, which is a sign of sanctity. All of my spiritual brethren were saying: “I’ll take this.” “I’ll take that.” Fr. Athanasios took the remains of Geronda’s hand and said, “This hand is what saved me—all the times he slapped me!”

			While everyone else was taking parts of his holy relics as a blessing, I was standing off to the side and said to myself: “I won’t speak up; I’ll just take whatever they give me.”

			Then Gero-Arsenios said: “Give the skull to Papa-Ephraim.” “May it be blessed,” I replied. “Thank you very much.”

			Others were hoping to take it—everyone in our brotherhood was there. Thus, I didn’t put forth my own will (that’s how I am by nature), and I ended up inheriting the skull of my holy elder.

			I kept his skull in the chapel next to my cell until I left New Skete. When we moved to Philotheou Monastery, I kept it in my cell. And now in Arizona, I have placed it in the chapel of St. Panteleimon beside my cell. Whenever I begin my vigil or do anything else, I still go and do a prostration to his skull to get his blessing and continue my obedience to him.

			

	

Fragrant Relics

			Geronda’s relics are fragrant no matter where they go. Everywhere they go they work miracles for people according to their faith. It is mysterious that his skull is becoming more and more fragrant as time passes. I tell myself, “What a Geronda I had and didn’t realize it!” We had such a holy elder, yet we didn’t fully grasp the magnitude of his sanctity until later. But by then he was gone.

			All his relics are fragrant because of the grace of prayer. When the Holy Spirit progresses deep into man, even his bones are sanctified. This is why the relics of the saints have been fragrant for centuries and will continue to emit an ineffable fragrance until the end of this age. The Holy Spirit has various fragrances. When a person smells them, they fill him and strengthen him tremendously. They make him ecstatic, and then he says, “With fruits like this, the toil of the spiritual struggle is worth it!”

			At our monastery we do a memorial service for Geronda every year in the evening after the Dormition of the Theotokos. One year when we were still at Philotheou, we removed his skull from the reliquary for the memorial service, and it was very fragrant. We noticed that it was especially fragrant at the mouth, and we all wondered why. Then one of my older monks said, “Geronda, you know why his mouth is fragrant? It’s because he kept saying the prayer with his mouth.”

			Indeed, he was right. Whether it was from continuously saying the prayer, or from all the godly things he said, or from avoiding idle-talk and criticism, or from the salvific advice he always gave, or from his chanting—it all came out of his mouth. His mouth was thrice-blessed. This is why his mouth is more fragrant than any other relic of his.

			One day the brother of Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia came to venerate Elder Joseph’s skull. As soon as we opened the reliquary, the whole room filled with fragrance. The scent was so powerful that he said, “Never in my life have I ever experienced this with any other holy relic!”

			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia once said sadly:

			Geronda left many things behind, but we did not inherit them all. Geronda once told me that when he was in the stage of divine eros, he had a handkerchief with which to wipe his tears. When he passed out of that stage and passed into the stage of theoria, he put that handkerchief aside.

			Geronda told me: “That handkerchief had all the fragrances in the world! The scent was so powerful that the entire skete was enveloped with a powerful, heavenly perfume. That is how fragrant it was.”

			Then I asked him, “Where is that handkerchief now?”

			He replied, “The nuns took it.”

			Ah! We lost a priceless treasure! We lost it. The nuns inherited it.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Vid. S. Macarii Ægyptii Apophthegmata (Migne PG 34:392b).

				

				
					2 Archbishop Athenagoras Kokkinakis (1912–1979) was the Greek Orthodox Bishop of Boston from 1954 to 1959—not to be confused with Patriarch Athenagoras I (1886–1972) who was the Archbishop of America from 1931 to 1948.

				

			

		

	


			Guidance from Beyond

			Visions of Geronda

			Gero-Arsenios was always agreeable and gave out blessings very easily. One time, however, he strangely became so strict and unyielding that he upset one of the fathers. Afterwards, when he was asked why he had been so harsh with him, he answered: “Yesterday Geronda came and told me: ‘Be careful, Arsenios; don’t take the responsibility for other people’s burdens. Father so-and-so will come tomorrow. Don’t give him a blessing for what he wants.’”1 Even though it was a dream, Gero-Arsenios still had the experience and the grace to realize which dreams were from God, which were natural, and which were from the demons.

			Another time, when Gero-Arsenios woke up at night, he saw Geronda as if he were alive. Geronda embraced him and said to him: “How long will we live apart? Come; I am waiting for you.” And Gero-Arsenios, with his typical simplicity replied, “It’s not like it’s up to me!”

			Just before Papa-Haralambos became the abbot of Dionysiou Monastery, Geronda appeared to Gero-Arsenios in his sleep and told him what would happen.

			Papa-Ephraim also saw Elder Joseph repeatedly. He said:

			I see Elder Joseph quite often. I saw him especially when I had great sorrows in the 1960s. He would come to me in my sleep and strengthen me. He would give me advice and sweetly say to me: “My dear Papa, don’t be upset. Be patient, my child, because this is how to earn a reward!”

			Nowadays I see him once every two or three weeks in my dreams. Once I asked him, “Geronda, in the place where you are now, do you pray for us?”

			“Of course! I pray for all of you,” he answered.

			When I saw him two weeks later, he said to me, “I am your elder.” Do you see that not only on earth but even in heaven this spiritual union exists?

			When Panagiotis (my first disciple) was tonsured, Papa-Haralambos was serving Liturgy, and I was also in the altar. When the time came to read the prayer for his tonsure, I saw Elder Joseph and said to Papa-Haralambos, “Elder Joseph has come.” Panagiotis was given the name “Joseph” at his tonsure. Afterwards, Papa-Haralambos began reading the Gospel, and he was so moved that he was continuously weeping. After that, I saw Elder Joseph in broad daylight—not as I saw him in dreams—and he said to me: “Did you give my name to Panagiotis? He’s a good boy.”

			On Pentecost of 1989, Geronda visited Papa-Ephraim in his sleep. Geronda was full of joy and said to him: “I want to teach you ecclesiology.” Papa-Ephraim hadn’t seen him that happy for years. And the amazing thing is that Papa-Ephraim didn’t even know the word “ecclesiology” before then.

			

	

Geronda in a Bishop’s Throne

			Unworthy as I am, I was nevertheless one of his spiritual children and Geronda appeared a few times to me as well. The first time happened when we were still doing the Forty-day Liturgy for Geronda. One day after Liturgy I went to my cell to rest. I had a vision that wasn’t a dream because it occurred when I was still half-awake.

			I saw that I was in a very beautiful hall. It was full of light and grace in a mystical atmosphere. I saw Geronda standing in a bishop’s throne there. He wasn’t dressed as a bishop, but he was very young and had great spiritual beauty. He was full of life and very luminous. He was so radiant that his face was beaming with light. On his right was Gero-Arsenios, and on his left was Fr. Athanasios. As I was looking at him, he suddenly changed appearance and looked like Christ. Likewise, Gero-Arsenios changed appearance and became the Panagia, and Fr. Athanasios changed appearance and became St. John the Baptist—just like they are depicted in a triptych. They kept switching back and forth from being Geronda, Gero-Arsenios, and Fr. Athanasios to Christ, the Panagia, and St. John the Forerunner.

			As I was standing there in wonder, I noticed that Geronda had a concerned look because he was waiting to see if his spiritual children were coming. I had entered, but it was as if it were night and as if I were approaching from far away. As I drew closer, Geronda saw that someone was coming and asked: “Who is it? Who is coming? The others should come, too.”

			“Geronda, it’s me,” I said.

			“Who are you?” he asked.

			“Ephraim,” I answered.

			“Oh! How happy I am that my children are coming!”

			Then he started looking to see who would be next. It was Papa-Haralambos. Then all of his spiritual children started coming, one by one. I couldn’t see the rest of them because they were farther away. Geronda was so happy that he was shining for joy. This all took place in a very sacred atmosphere.

			When I came to my senses, I felt as if I had been with Christ. This image has stayed with me all my life exactly as I saw it. Even though it was a mystery and can’t be grasped, God made me realize that Geronda has great boldness before Him. That is the kind of boldness that only a saint can have. In our days, it is no small feat to become a saint, but then again, all the ascesis Geronda did was no small feat, either. He did the kind of ascesis that we could never even dream of doing.

			

	

The Repose of Father Job

			In 1978 when I was at Philotheou Monastery, Father Job passed away. He was a good disciple of mine. Soon afterwards we had an all-night vigil for St. John the Forerunner. I have a soft spot for him, because I was born on his Nativity and was named after him. During this vigil, I felt St. John’s living presence tangibly. After celebrating his vigil with great joy, I went to rest, and in my sleep I saw the following vision:

			I saw that I left Philotheou along with Father Job and his guardian angel. We went to Geronda who was at our huts in the wilderness of the Small Skete of St. Anne. When we arrived, I felt as if I had perspired on the way, so I went into my own hut to change my undershirt. Meanwhile, the angel took Father Job to Geronda, who was in his own hut.

			After I had changed, I left my hut and went to do a prostration to Geronda and to tell him that we had brought Father Job. Since it was night, Geronda was keeping vigil inside his hut. When I entered his hut, I saw him sitting in his usual place. Beside him was Gero-Arsenios, and behind Geronda were other people. I did a prostration to him, and after kissing his hand, I put it on my mouth, my forehead, and both of my eyes as a blessing. I said, “Geronda Arsenios, can I do a prostration to you, too?”

			“No, don’t do a prostration to me. You did one to Geronda; I don’t need one.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “I’ll do a prostration to you, too.”

			Then I began to speak with Geronda with my soul. We were communicating in a very mystical manner. Perhaps that is how people will communicate in the other world. I said to him, “Geronda, where is Father Job?”

			“He is inside. In the special room.”

			“Is his angel with him?”

			“Yes, they are together.”

			“Geronda, did they make it through?”

			“Yes, they made it. Do you want me to bring him back?”

			“No! If they made it through (that is, if his angel took him up to heaven), he is all right.”

			After saying this, I came to myself. I woke up and felt so wonderful and so spiritually happy with so much bliss that I can’t describe it. In both body and soul I was in a state of spiritual delight, full of God’s grace. This state was a confirmation and proof that the vision was from God and that Father Job really did make it to heaven.

			From this we see that Geronda protects and enlightens us with his prayers. He is waiting for each one of us so that he can prepare a place for us in heaven, next to his own place that he has inherited from God as a reward for his ascetical labors. In this way, all of us—his spiritual children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—will constitute a brotherhood, a “monastery”2 in the Kingdom of God.

			

	

Geronda in Hawaii

			Geronda loved the sea and trees. That is why, when I went to Hawaii to hear confessions in 1987, I saw him in a vision in the midst of orange trees. Those orange trees were tall and loaded with oranges and apples. Up on top was Geronda, and next to him was Gero-Arsenios. (He had passed away in 1983.) He was enjoying the view from up there. Geronda was delighted to see me. As soon as I saw him, I did a prostration to him and said, “Geronda, will you give me an orange?”

			“Only one? They’re all yours, my child.” So I draped the end of my cassock over my arms, and he filled it with fruit.

			Gero-Arsenios said to me, “Koutsiko, we’ll plant more trees, too!”

			The reason why they were together was because they had made a solemn pact that they would evenly share the rewards for their spiritual struggle so that they would be in the same place after death. This goes to show how deep their love and trust was for each other, since not only the positives but also any negatives would be shared. I wanted to make the same pact with Papa-Haralambos, but Geronda didn’t let us.

			

	

Interceding for Us

			When I was abroad in 1987 I saw Geronda again in my sleep after finishing my vigil. He looked very happy and much younger than he was when he passed away. He said to me: “My child, know that when you are obedient, you help make my petitions and intercessions more accepted by God because I am praying for people who are forceful in their spiritual struggle.”

			“Yes, Geronda, we are trying to be obedient, and I try to do everything you told me. I have held on to everything you taught me, and now I live—in a simple way—as you used to live.”

			He was delighted to hear that, and when I woke up I was thoroughly renewed. It is very comforting to know that people like my elder and Gero-Arsenios are helping us work out our salvation. I believe that now that Geronda is up in the other world, he is concerned for us that we not lose our salvation and all those good things he is enjoying. He must be thinking: “Just as we had to face spiritual dangers, they too are facing dangers, and they need help now.”

			He can already foresee what will be given after the Second Coming to those who have conquered sin, the passions, and the demons. He realizes what will be revealed after the Second Coming when Christ, the Lamb Who was sacrificed, will be in Paradise together with the entire brotherhood of victors (the saints). Paradise will open for them with resurrectional joy. When they enter, He will tell them: “Behold, Paradise. Behold, God’s gift to you.”

			Geronda is fully aware of all this, and he is worried that some of us might lose our souls and not see all those things and be deprived of these great blessings and riches from God. He is worried that, instead, we might go down to fearsome, eternal hell to live with the demons. Being aware of this, he is anxious and is praying and entreating God that no one will fall away and lose his soul.

			

	

Dogmatic Guidance

			Elder Joseph has appeared even to people who did not know about him. Metropolitan Athanasios of Lemesos in Cyprus told the following about a woman in America:

			She was a good person, but she had been misled by Jehovah’s Witnesses and began to associate with them and accepted their heretical views. One night Elder Joseph appeared to her and started teaching her that what she was doing would destroy her soul. He then took her by the hand and said, “Come, I will take you to venerate Christ, and you will see that the Jehovah’s Witnesses are wrong.” He then took her before Christ, and then Christ Himself told her that our Church has the truth.

			

	

Deliverance from Thoughts

			Many other people received miraculous help from Elder Joseph. Father Prokopios, a disciple of harsh Papa-Nikiphoros, once was strongly tempted to abandon his elder. So Papa-Ephraim (who was also a disciple of Papa-Nikiphoros) advised him: “Go over to Elder Joseph, do a prostration at his grave, and you will feel relief from your thoughts.”

			Father Prokopios did as he said, and he later described what had happened as follows:

			When I set off from Katounakia, a fragrance enveloped me. When I reached Geronda’s grave, I did a prostration. I told him my thought, prayed, and then returned to Katounakia. On my way back, the same fragrance surrounded me. When I entered my cell that fragrance was gone, but the temptation also disappeared. I was at complete peace and the thoughts about leaving were gone.

			

	

Confessions of the Demons

			Even the demons know quite well who Elder Joseph was. When exorcisms were being read over a possessed woman in Thessalonica, she began shouting: “That Joseph! He went to Philotheou. He’s protecting Philotheou Monastery, and I can’t do anything to them!” Everyone who heard this wondered how she knew about Elder Joseph and that his skull was at Philotheou. She herself, of course, didn’t know this, but the demon inside her did.

			In 1982 Father Stephanos Anagnostopoulos in Athens was reading the exorcism prayers for a different possessed woman. He described what happened as follows:

			While I was reading the second exorcism prayer, I noetically invoked the intercessions of Elder Joseph and of my spiritual father, Elder Ephraim. At that moment, the possessed woman began bellowing like an ox. She began to foam at the mouth and said with groans:

			“It’s Joseph’s fault! He’s the one who gave power to the two pale Ephraims to snatch souls out of my claws. You filthy scoundrel; you have one of them as your father and the other—the one at the dry river3—as your brother.”

			As I was finishing the exorcism, she kept trying to bite me, but my stole prevented her. As soon as I finished, she collapsed. But on her way out, the demon inside her said to me, “I will get revenge on you, you priest!” I never saw her again, and I don’t know what became of her.

			Once, a possessed man came here to St. Anthony’s Monastery in Arizona for an exorcism. When we brought out the holy relics, the demon inside him began shouting, “You’re burning me!” But Geronda’s relics burned him the most. He screamed: “I can’t bear to see that Panagia of Arizona! And that Joseph—he’s the one that planned this monastery.” This man was talking about Geronda, even though he himself didn’t know him.

			The devil hates Geronda. Why doesn’t the devil swear at people who have diplomas and theological degrees, but instead he has it in for this unlettered old man who lived in obscurity? Because Geronda is the one who fought him and burned him with his prayer.

			

	

Answering Prayers

			Geronda truly shone forth in the monastic and spiritual struggle, and he became a light to those in darkness. This is evident from the deep reverence people have for him. They invoke his prayers and receive great help. Geronda works many signs and miracles. Many people see him, are helped by him, and feel great consolation from his presence. Especially here in North America, there are many people with strong faith in Elder Joseph. “According to your faith be it unto you,”4 Christ said.

			A physician in Ohio with great faith in the sanctity of Elder Joseph told us the following incidents in which he was helped by his prayers:

			One of my first encounters with Papou5 Joseph’s miracle-working powers occurred when I was operating on a lady for a complete small bowel obstruction which required immediate surgery. She had previously had one or two surgeries, but nothing very critical, so we did not expect what we found.

			When the operation began, I encountered massive adhesions precluding access to the area of obstruction. After struggling for four hours, I was still unable to reach the obstruction. Frustration and fatigue began to set in. It was impossible to distinguish the intestinal wall from the scar tissue and adhesions. As a result, I had accidentally cut into the intestinal lumen three times. Even worse, we could not close those openings; we would have to resect them and reconnect the intestine. And I still hadn’t reached the area of obstruction.

			At this point I feared that I would not be able to close those openings securely, and this would jeopardize the patient’s very life. In this predicament, I wasn’t sure where to make the next cut, so I broke scrub to get a breather.

			At this point in my life I did not know very much about Papou Joseph and had seen his classic picture only a few times briefly in passing. But as I sat in the surgeon’s locker room—almost in tears because of this horrendous situation I was in—I heard a voice in my mind telling me, “Cut to the right.” As I heard this voice, immediately Papou Joseph’s picture came to mind as well, almost as if it were in front of me.

			I didn’t know what to make of this instruction, but since I hadn’t accomplished what I needed after six hours, I decided to do what I felt God and Papou Joseph had told me. So I cut to the right of the intestines, even though I couldn’t tell what I was cutting, and soon came upon a clear space. From there I was able to find the obstruction and resect all areas of injured intestine and reconnect everything. The patient did remarkably well and has never needed any further surgery since then. I remember that case as Papou Joseph’s 8½-hour miracle!

			In 1997 when our office practice was on the brink of bankruptcy and we were in danger of losing our office, it was suggested to me that I attend an all-night vigil in honor of Papou Joseph, on his name day in August. I went to our monastery in Saxonburg, Pennsylvania after work and stayed several hours and venerated Papou Joseph’s relics. From that day on, almost instantly our practice rebounded. We regained a solid financial position, and our office building was saved.

			At the same time, we had a hard time renting the vacant office suite in our building, and we needed the rental income. Some time after that vigil, a respected organization found our available suite and expressed an interest. But since many others had also expressed an interest but then changed their mind, I was doubtful. I prayed to Papou Joseph for his help and promised that if we finally rented our suite, I would hang a framed photo of him in our central business office for all my patients to see every day as they came in. Sure enough, within thirty minutes I got the call that they decided to rent it, and they signed a five-year contract. The next day, Papou Joseph’s picture was on our walls!

			One day our oldest girl tripped and sustained a severe stellate laceration over her right eye, going through the eyebrow and deep down to the bone. We controlled the bleeding and brought the wound together with butterfly strips, but I was concerned how it would heal due to its complex nature. She was blessed with Papou Joseph’s relics on her eye and it healed beautifully, despite not having stitches.

			Since then, in my practice of general surgery there have been so many situations and difficult cases when Papou Joseph bailed me out that I cannot ever begin to recount them all.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Elder Arsenios the Cave-Dweller, p. 143.

				

				
					2 The word for “monastery” in Greek (μονή) is the same word used in John 14:2 when Christ said, “In my Father’s house are many mansions (μοναί).”

				

				
					3 The demon was referring to Xeropotamou Monastery, where a disciple of Elder Ephraim (also named Ephraim) was the abbot. Xeropotamou derives its name from the dry riverbed beside it.

				

				
					4 Mt. 9:29.

				

				
					5 This physician refers to Elder Joseph using the word “Papou” (which is Greek for “grandfather”) because Elder Joseph was the spiritual father of his spiritual father.
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			Epilogue

		

	


			His Legacy

			Our holy Elder Joseph was a poor hermit who lived in caves far from society, yet he became one of the Church’s most influential figures of the twentieth century by kindling a revival of the Jesus prayer—a prayer he recommended for both monastics and laymen. He was not interested in cleaning “the outside of the cup”1 but worked at the internal cleansing of his heart. Geronda ploughed deeply with his labors and ascesis. He sowed plentifully with unceasing prayer and theoria. He watered abundantly through streams of sweat and floods of tears. And he didn’t despair waiting for the harvest, but patiently endured all his internal and external trials.

			However, the fruit of his labors appeared primarily after his repose. “Except a grain of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone; but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.”2 In other words, after he died his labors began to blossom. What was this blossoming? His spiritual children. Geronda tilled, sowed, and watered, and we, his children, have entered into his labors.3 We are merely harvesting the fruits of that heavenly man. His disciples inherited abundant grace, which attracted many people to them.

			When Geronda went to the Holy Mountain in 1921, there were 5,500 monks there. When he reposed in 1959, there were only half as many. Not only was the population decreasing dramatically, but also the average age was significantly higher. In other words, the few monks remaining were decrepit old men for the most part. Young monks were not coming, and the old ones were dying off. Thus in 1971, there were only 1,145 monks left—a mere fifth of what the population had been just fifty years earlier. The situation had become so alarming that many people thought that monasticism would soon disappear from the Holy Mountain.

			Things started turning around when Geronda’s disciples began repopulating the monasteries of the Holy Mountain. Many well-educated young men, yearning for noetic prayer, gathered around Geronda’s disciples and formed large brotherhoods. Because of the large size and good reputation of these brotherhoods, they were asked to move into the monasteries, which had only a few old monks living in them. Thus the brotherhood of 
Papa-Haralambos repopulated Dionysiou Monastery, the brotherhood of Fr. Joseph the Cypriot repopulated Vatopedi Monastery, and my disciples repopulated the monasteries of Philotheou, Xeropotamou, Konstamonitou, and Karakallou.4 Moreover, Geronda’s disciples have repopulated and established dozens of women’s monasteries with hundreds of monastics throughout Greece, Cyprus, the United States, and Canada. Meanwhile, the laymen who are grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and great-great-grandchildren of “Papou” Joseph number in the thousands.

			What is even more amazing is that Geronda himself foresaw this renewal. Once when we were still at the Small Skete of St. Anne, a layman from Ouranoupolis came to visit him.5 He loved Geronda very much because Geronda had helped him. After speaking briefly with Geronda, he saw his three disciples working (Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, Papa-Haralambos, and me) and asked: “How nice! Geronda, are these young monks your disciples?”

			Geronda paused for a moment. Then he smiled and replied with a twinkle in his eye: “You see these young monks? They will take over the Holy Mountain!” He foresaw our future, and that is why he told us to separate after his death so that each one of us could form our own large brotherhood.

			Furthermore, there has also been a spiritual reawakening due to Elder Joseph. In his days, a spiritual drought prevailed; no one was interested in noetic prayer.6 Nowadays, though, so many people come to us, his disciples, and say: “We read the letters of Elder Joseph and were deeply moved. Tell us about noetic prayer. Teach us how to pray.” Thus, Geronda continues to inspire people around the world through his letters that have been translated into almost a dozen different languages.

			I can say authoritatively that if it weren’t for Geronda, almost no one on the Holy Mountain today would be occupying himself with noetic prayer. As my spiritual brother, Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, said:

			The spiritual renewal on the Holy Mountain—may my fellow Athonites allow me to put it like this—is largely due to Geronda. Back then, Mount Athos was decaying, and the inner spiritual work of monasticism, which constitutes genuine theology, was neglected. If this spiritual work is flourishing on the Holy Mountain, it is primarily due to Elder Joseph the Hesychast and Cave-dweller, whose immense impetus brought back to the Athonite environment the true meaning and continuation of the theology of St. Gregory Palamas.7

			Professor Georgios Mantzaridis also realized the significant impact of Geronda on Athonite monasticism and wrote:

			Elder Joseph was a simple and humble monk who, through his austere ascesis and silence, left traces of his presence very clearly at the Holy Mountain. If we have a new flowering of Athonite monasticism today, this is due to a certain extent to Elder Joseph the Hesychast.8

			Today many writings of the holy Fathers about noetic prayer have been published, and many monastics and laymen thirst for it. Unfortunately, though, now that we have this flowering of interest in noetic prayer, Geronda is gone. If Geronda were alive now, he would be swarmed by pilgrims! This is because he was the only worker of noetic prayer and because many more pilgrims visit the Holy Mountain nowadays. But Geronda is gone, and no one has reached his level. Who, today, can keep vigil in prayer all night every night, weeping not for just himself but for the entire world? Who can do his kind of ascesis? Who can pray and weep as he did?

			One day when we were still at the Small Skete of St. Anne, Geronda came out of his cell after his vigil. I don’t know what lofty state of grace he had just experienced, but he looked up to the sky, raised his arms up in the air, and exclaimed with tears running down his face: “Oh, my dear God! There is so much treasure; there are so many riches, but there is no one to inherit them! All I have is two young monks.”

			At the time, I was just an infant in terms of my spiritual growth, and I couldn’t fathom or grasp the deep meaning of what Geronda was saying. But now I understand. After all, he would say the Jesus prayer noetically for seven or eight hours while keeping his nous within his heart. Can you imagine how much grace of the Holy Spirit, how much divine illumination, how much Uncreated Light he experienced?

			What were the riches he was talking about? The riches of the grace of the Holy Spirit. He once described these riches as follows:

			The waves of revelations amaze my mind; my tongue grows numb and cannot speak, unable to utter the words in time. The noetic siphons gush forth dew in torrents—however, there is but little soil in our days. The riches of our Lord are many, but unfortunately there are few heirs. To inherit them requires a bloody struggle, but here there is only laziness. Thus I am compelled to open the ducts unto the world; for there is hope that pure souls will receive the word, and then I shall receive the reward of love. So listen to my words, lend me your ears.9

			Even though for years Geronda could not find heirs for his riches, later in life he said to Gero-Arsenios:

			Arsenios, now I can be at rest and say to the Lord: “Now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace.”10 We lived such a hard life together; we even shed blood to find God within. Yet my constant grievance all these years was this: Many people spent time with us, benefited, and left, unable, however, to follow our spiritual work. I thought that I would depart with this grievance. But look; now in my old age God brought these young monks. Mark my words: The entire Holy Mountain will rely on these monks.11

			

	

His Sanctity

			Elder Joseph is an exceptional phenomenon in these contemporary days of spiritual poverty, and his life emits the fragrance of sanctity. The providence of God arranges that there will be such heroes in every generation so that there will always be inspiring examples. Although reading the lives of saints who lived centuries ago is also a source of inspiration, having a contemporary example is much more inspiring.

			People sometimes wonder: “Is it possible to live the gospel in modern times? Is it really possible today to live a lofty spiritual life?” They sometimes think that the answer to these questions is “no,” and they become discouraged. After all, times are constantly changing, and living a pure life is becoming more and more difficult. But thanks to God’s providence, spiritual giants like Elder Joseph confirm that indeed “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.”12

			Papa-Ephraim of Katounakia had this to say about Geronda:

			Elder Joseph was a spiritual giant and a teacher of noetic prayer taught by God. His love for our dear Panagia was unmatched. For her sake he patiently endured everything, and it was from her that he received the great charism of prayer of the heart. He was counted worthy of seeing her many times in his temporal but angelic life. Alas! Where are people like him nowadays to tell you heavenly words full of grace? His pure heart said the prayer without ceasing: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” and the Holy Spirit was upon his head.

			I believe that Elder Joseph reached higher levels than St. Silouan the Athonite—much higher, in fact. Nowadays there are no figures like him anymore; he was the last one.

			People have told me to write to the Ecumenical Patriarchate that Elder Joseph was a saint. I told them, “We shall not do that. God will do that, through the prayers of holy Elder Joseph.” Other people will recommend that the Church examine whether these signs of sanctity are indeed divine signs that he was a saint and should be canonized and celebrated. We won’t make this suggestion ourselves, since they might consider us biased as his spiritual children.

			Nevertheless, our conscience tells us that he is a saint. Not only does our conscience say this, but so does the conscience of pious people throughout the world. This is manifest in the faith with which they invoke his prayers, as well as in the demand for his written counsels. It can also be seen in the numerous icons of him that people everywhere have painted. My spiritual brother, Fr. Joseph the Cypriot, has already prepared a service for our “Venerable and God-bearing Father, Joseph the Hesychast.” Likewise, several others have also composed troparia for him.

			

	

In Heaven

			Now that Geronda is up in Heaven with the angels, he sees things very clearly. He sees the beauty of heaven that surpasses description, and he knows what hell is. He is probably saying, “I wonder what my spiritual grandchildren are doing?” and he is looking down to see. He was never idle in this life, so he is not about to be idle now. He comes and 
observes how we are working out our salvation. He provides for us; he helps us; he prays for us; he visits our monasteries; and he is constantly interceding with God so that we do not fail. That is why the demons scream: “Joseph turned into a ghost and goes to the monasteries to help them!”

			He entreats God to take special care of us because he knows that we don’t have his ascesis and aren’t at his spiritual level. He sees the dangers we face; he sees our mistakes; he sees our passions. He sees everything and begs God’s mercy for us.

			For his prayers to be more effective, all we need is reverence towards this great man. He left this life, yet he is alive and grants us life and grace by visiting us and delivering us—without our seeing him—from many evils that the demons want to inflict on us. His prayers and his presence rescue us miraculously from great harm, even though we don’t realize where this help comes from. For example, once in my sleep I saw three demons disguised as monks, and they were approaching me in order to harm me. One of them was about to kill me, but then Geronda stepped in front and drove them away. When I woke up, I said to myself, “This is Geronda’s protection.”

			We are blessed to have such a contemporary intercessor in Heaven. It is a great honor for us, a tremendous benefaction from God. We are unworthy of this, and especially I, who knew him first-hand. God counted me worthy of burying him. It is a great blessing for a disciple to be counted worthy of burying his elder, because in this manner he becomes his successor. It is an honor for us to be blessed to have a patristic inheritance from this man.

			Now Geronda is in Heaven, in the sea of God’s Love, and he is enjoying the reward of the labors of his ascetical life and is receiving the consolation for his tears. He shed rivers of tears not just for his own sins but also for the sins of many people. He also shed tears of immense and unbounded love for God our Father.

			* * *

			So this is my portrayal of my blessed elder. Geronda told us many things about his life so that we would ponder them and continually benefit from them. He left these true stories to us as a spiritual inheritance from his labors, and now I have passed them on to you. We must now take all these examples from his life and make them our own as much as we can. We must try to resemble him in his love for God and man, and in his ascesis—primarily in terms of his spiritual ascesis: through vigil, prayer, and chastity with a spiritually enlightened mind. For since we have a spiritual kinship with him, we have a sacred duty to follow in his footsteps as much as we can. Geronda will be delighted if we try to imitate him even in a plain and simple manner.

			We firmly believe that he has great boldness before God. God took him so that he would intercede for us and prepare a place for us. Let us invoke his prayers. Let us entreat him to make us, too, experience a small part of the spiritual states he had when he was in this life. May we also know God as he knew Him. For this is our goal in life: to know God and to be united with Him. It’s not just a matter of believing in Him the way we do now, but we need to see Him in another way—to see Him through the lens that only people who have contact with Him can.

			May Geronda’s intercessions help us to struggle alongside him and have a little bit of his bravery and peace of conscience so that we may depart from this life to the next life painlessly and peacefully. He is waiting for us.

			Notes
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			Glossary

			Italicized words in these definitions are 
explained elsewhere in this glossary

			Antidoron (ἀντίδωρον)

			Antidoron is bread that is blessed (but not consecrated) for distribution after the Divine Liturgy. It is taken from the remaining loaves of bread from which portions are cut for consecration.

			Ascesis (ἄσκησις)

			Ascesis is man’s struggle to keep the commandments of Christ. It encompasses not only his bodily and spiritual effort, but also the method by which he passes through the three stages of the spiritual life, namely: purification of the heart, illumination of the nous, and theosis. Thus, it is an essential tool for one’s sanctification. According to St. Gregory Palamas, it is primarily “the evangelic life which is based on repentance. It is man’s preparation for his union with Christ.” See also praxis and theoria.

			Assault (προσβολή)

			Assault is the name given to the first stage of a temptation. See consent for more details.

			Athos (Ἄθως)

			Mount Athos, or the Holy Mountain, is a self-governed monastic community on a peninsula in Northern Greece. The term can also refer to the mountain at the tip of this peninsula, in which case it is abbreviated as “Mt. Athos” in this book. “Athonite” means relating to or characteristic of Mount Athos.

			Blessing (εὐλογία)

			Besides its usual meanings, a “blessing” can also mean the permission given by one’s spiritual father for a particular action.

			Cenobite, Cenobium (κοινοβιάτης, κοινόβιον)

			Cenobites are monastics who live together in a cenobitic monastery or cenobium, that is, a monastery where all things are held in common.

			Consent (συγκατάθεσις)

			Consent is one of the stages of temptation. St. John of the Ladder describes the stages as follows: “Assault is a simple conception or an image encountered for the first time, which has entered the heart. Coupling is mentally conversing with what has been encountered, accompanied by passion or dispassion. And consent (συγκατάθεσις) is the yielding of the soul to what has been presented to it, accompanied by delight. But captivity is a forcible and involuntary abduction of the heart, or a permanent association with what has been encountered which destroys the good condition of our soul. Struggle is power equal to the attacking force, which either wins or loses according to the soul’s desire. Passion is primarily that which nestles with persistence in the soul for a long time, forming a habit in the soul, by its long-standing association with it, since the soul of its own accord clings to it. The first of these states is without sin, the second not always, but the third is sinful or sinless according to the state of the struggler. Struggle can earn crowns or punishments. Captivity is judged differently, according to whether it occurs at the time of prayer or at other times; whether it happens in things neither good nor bad, or in the context of evil thoughts. But passion is unequivocally condemned in every situation, and requires either corresponding repentance or future punishment. Therefore, he who regards the first assault dispassionately cuts off with one blow all the rest which follow.” —The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 15:73

			Contemplation (θεωρία)

			The holy Fathers use the word θεωρία (theh-oh-ree’ah) in three different ways. Its first meaning is simply “seeing” or “beholding” physically. Its second meaning metaphorically refers to intellectual perception, that is: “consideration,” “speculation,” and “philosophical contemplation.” In this case, we chose to translate θεωρία with the word “contemplation.” Its third meaning refers to noetic contemplation which is the highest state of prayer. When used in reference to this noetic contemplation, we merely transliterated the word as “theoria,” instead of using the term “contemplation,” to avoid confusion with the second meaning of the word, i.e., intellectual contemplation. See also theoria.

			Discern, discernment (διακρίνω, διάκρισις)

			Discernment is a spiritual gift pertaining to the nous. Through discernment, one discerns the inner states of the spiritual life, distinguishing between uncreated and created things: between the energy of God and the energy of the devil. Through discernment, one is also able to distinguish between the energies of God and the psychosomatic energies of man, thereby distinguishing emotional states from spiritual experiences.

			Disciple (ὑποτακτικός)

			Taken in the broad sense, the word “disciple” refers to every Christian who receives spiritual guidance from his spiritual father. In the monastic life, though, it applies to a monk who obeys an elder so that his soul may be healed from the passions and attain theosis by the grace of God.

			Dispassion (ἀπάθεια)

			Dispassion is achieved when all three aspects of the soul (i.e., the intelligent, appetitive, and incensive aspects) are directed towards God. It is the transfiguration of the passionate aspect of the soul (i.e., the aspect of the soul which is more vulnerable to passion, namely, the appetitive and incensive aspects), rather than its mortification. Thus, dispassion in this context does not signify a stoic indifference, but rather a transfiguration and sanctification of the powers of the soul and eventually of the body also.

			Ecstasy (ἔκστασις)

			One experiences ecstasy when, with the synergy of grace, one detaches his nous from reason and the surrounding environment and brings it back to the heart. Then “through the heart the nous ascends to God,” according to St. Gregory Palamas. During ecstasy the nous is found in a different, spiritual realm. It is not a respite of the actions of the soul and nous, but a respite of physical actions, such as eating, sleeping, etc.

			Eros (ἔρως)

			Although “eros” in contemporary culture is generally associated with sexual passion, the elder uses it in its patristic sense, which denotes the burning, intense longing of love (devoid of all sexual passion) that impels man toward union with God.

			Fantasy (φαντασία)

			In the patristic sense, a fantasy is a mental image formed in the nous either by oneself or by the demons. Fantasies are the chief instruments of the demons to lead man into sin. As St. Hesychios the Priest writes, “It is impossible for sin to enter the heart without first knocking at its door in the form of a fantasy provoked by the devil” (Philokalia, Vol. I, p. 173). Fantasies created in one’s own nous, though, can be either beneficial or harmful. For example, it is helpful to contemplate death, heaven, hell, etc. with our nous at the outset of prayer, because in this way one’s heart is predisposed to prayer. However, it is also possible with one’s nous to meditate on worldly or sinful things. Nevertheless, all fantasies are an obstacle to pure prayer, which requires an undistracted nous.

			Geronda (Γέρων)

			A geronda (pronounced “yeh-ron-da”) is a hieromonk, priest, or monk who, ideally, has reached dispassion by the grace of God. Thus, because of his own experience, he is able to lead his spiritual children to dispassion as well. In a broader sense, though, it is used as a respectful title for any spiritual father and any elderly hieromonk, priest, or monk. In this book we have chosen to transliterate this word as “geronda” when used as a name and to translate it as “elder” when used as a title.

			Heart (καρδία)

			In patristic usage, the heart is both spiritual and physical. The spiritual heart is: “deep” (Ps. 64:6), an “immeasurable abyss” (St. Makarios, Philokalia, Vol. III, pp. 321, 83), the “inner man” (St. Gregory Palamas, To Xeni, Gk. Philokalia, Vol. IV, p. 109), the “hidden person” (1 Pet. 3:4), the “battle-ground of the spiritual struggle” (Archimandrite Sophrony, Saint Silouan, p. 10), identified with nous (St. Maximos the Confessor, Philokalia, Vol. II, pp. 109, 73), into whose depths the grace of God enters through baptism (St. Diadochos of Photiki, Philokalia, Vol. I, pp. 77, 279), where God may be made manifest (St. Theoleptos, Metropolitan of Philadelphia, Writings, pp. 385f. Gk. Philokalia, Vol. IV, p. 6) and may dwell (Eph. 3:17) and writes His laws (Rom. 2:15 and St. Maximos, Philokalia, Vol. II, pp. 158, 81). It is located in the physical heart as in an organ (St. Gregory Palamas, Triads, 1, 2, 3, CWS p. 43), which is man’s “natural, paranatural, and supernatural center” (St. Nicodemos the Hagiorite—a Handbook of Spiritual Counsel, CWS, p.154–157), and is the path for the nous to return to the spiritual heart (Archimandrite Sophrony, Saint Silouan, p. 47).

			Hesychast (ἡσυχαστής)

			A hesychast is someone who lives a life of hesychia in seclusion from the world and is wholly dedicated to God. His chief struggle is to bring his nous into his heart.

			Hesychia (ἡσυχία)

			The term ἡσυχία can mean either external stillness or internal, noetic stillness. In the former instance, the word is translated as “stillness,” whereas in the latter instance, it is transliterated in this book as “hesychia.” Hesychia is the ascetical practice of noetic stillness linked with watchfulness and deepened by the unceasing Jesus prayer. Hesychia is an undisturbed nous and a heart with peace, freed from thoughts, passions, and from influences of the environment. It is dwelling in God. The only way for man to achieve theosis is through hesychia. External stillness can help one achieve hesychia.

			Hieromonk (ἱεροµόναχος)

			A hieromonk is a monk who has been ordained to the priesthood.

			Holy Mountain (τὸ Ἅγιον Ὄρος)

			See Athos.

			Icon (εἰκών)

			An icon is a two-dimensional sacred depiction of Christ, of His saints, or of a holy event. Icons are to be venerated, not worshipped, as worship is due to God alone. As St. Basil the Great has stated, the reverence given to icons is transferred to their prototype, that is, to the one portrayed.

			Illumination (φώτισις)

			Closely connected with noetic prayer, illumination of the nous occurs when the heart is purified from the passions, the nous returns within the heart, and the prayer operates unceasingly. At this stage, one weeps tears of repentance daily.

			Imagination (φαντασία)

			The imagination is one of the lower psychical faculties of man, operating in a realm between reason and sense. Although the imagination can be used by the nous to create beneficial contemplations, it is also the chief instrument evil spirits use to create fantasies of worldly or sinful things which distract one from prayer and lead one to wrong thinking, wrong feeling, and wrong doing.

			Inner voice (ἐνδιάθετος λόγος)

			St. Nicodemos the Hagiorite explains the “inner voice” or “inner reason” in this manner:

			“Once you have brought your nous into the heart, it should not just stay there, looking and doing nothing, but should find reason, that is, the inner voice of the heart through which we think, compose essays, make judgments, analyze, and read whole books silently, without saying a single word with the mouth.

			“After the nous has found this inner voice, do not let it say anything else except this short, single-phrased prayer: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.’ But this is not enough. It is also necessary to activate the soul’s will so that you say this prayer with all your will and power and love. To put it more clearly, let your inner voice say only the prayer, let your nous pay attention through its spiritual vision and hearing to the words of the prayer alone and especially to the meaning of the words, without imagining any forms, shapes, or any other perceptible or intelligible thing, internal or external, even if it is something good…. Let all your will cleave to the same words of the prayer with love, so that the nous, the inner voice, and the will—these three parts of your soul—will be one, and the one three, for in this way man, who is an image of the Holy Trinity, is united with the Prototype, as St. Gregory Palamas, that great practitioner and teacher of noetic prayer and watchfulness, has said.” —A Handbook of Spiritual Counsel, Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain, pp. 117–118 (Greek ed.).

			Intellect (διάνοια)

			The word “διάνοια” means the reason of man, that is, his discursive, conceptualizing, and logical faculty of conscious thinking and cogitation. It draws conclusions and formulates concepts from information either obtained by revelation or by the senses.

			Jesus prayer (εὐχὴ Ἰησοῦ)

			The Jesus prayer is a short prayer which is continually repeated, usually consisting of the words: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”

			Knowledge (γνῶσις)

			Through the process of theosis, man attains to a knowledge of a higher order than any human knowledge and beyond any other natural knowledge. It is neither an intellectual speculation about God nor knowledge about God, but it stems from personal experience of God, first through undistracted prayer accompanied by peace and love of God or joyous mourning, and later by means of theoria of His uncreated light.

			Meditation (µελέτη)

			The word “µελέτη” is used by the holy Fathers (and in this book) to indicate a thoughtful reflection or pondering upon a certain aspect of the faith (e.g., the Crucifixion, the Transfiguration, or anything from the Holy Scriptures) as a preparation for prayer. We chose to translate this word as “meditation,” although in other contexts, translating it as “study” would also be appropriate. This is distinct from the Orthodox techniques of arriving at psychophysiological calm and concentration to support prayer (which are described by Nikiphoros the Monk and others in the Philokalia), and it should not be confused with non-Orthodox meditative techniques.

			Mourning (πένθος)

			The elder uses the word “mourning” to mean godly mourning. Godly mourning is caused by grace and gives rise to repentance and sometimes tears. Godly mourning, as well as “joyous sadness” (χαρµολύπη), has a positive effect on the soul, bringing it peace and a determination to struggle harder to live a Christian way of life. Merely human mourning, though, is a destructive sorrow that leads one to despair and causes psychological and psychosomatic abnormalities.

			Noetic (νοερός, νοητός)

			Belonging to, characteristic of, or perceptible to the nous.

			Noetic Prayer (νοερὰ προσευχή)

			Noetic prayer is prayer done with the nous without distraction within the heart. Another name for it is “prayer of the heart.” It is contrasted with the prayer of the intellect which is done within the reason.

			Nous (νοῦς)

			The English word that best conveys the meaning of the Greek word “νοῦς” is the word “mind.” The Fathers use this term with several other meanings, too. They mainly refer to the nous as the soul (the “spiritual nature” of a man—St. Isaac the Syrian) and the heart (or “the essence of the soul”—vid. Philokalia, Vol. II, p. 109, 73). More specifically, it constitutes the innermost aspect of the heart (St. Diadochos §§79, 88). However, they also refer to it as the “eye of the soul” (St. John of Damascus, The Orthodox Faith, FC Vol. 37, p. 236) or “the organ of theoria” (Makarian Homilies) which “is engaged in pure prayer” (St. Isaac the Syrian). They call the energy of the nous “a power of the soul” (St. Gregory Palamas, On the Holy Spirit, 2, 9) “consisting of thoughts and conceptual images” (St. Gregory Palamas, On the Hesychasts, p. 410, 3). However, the nous is more commonly known as the energy of the soul, whereas the heart is known as the essence of the soul.

			Panagia (Παναγία)

			This title of the Virgin Mary means “the all-holy one.”

			Pascha (Πάσχα)

			Pascha literally means “passover.” It is the celebration of the Lord’s Resurrection, known in Western Christianity as Easter.

			Passion (πάθος)

			A passion is a spiritual disease that dominates that soul. When one repeatedly falls into a certain sin, it becomes second nature—a passion—for him to keep falling into this sin. Thus, one who misuses the God-given powers of the soul of desire and anger, or one who continually succumbs to temptations of lust, hate, malice, or jealousy, or one who succumbs to pride and vainglory acquires those passions. It is primarily through obedience to an experienced spiritual father that one is cleansed or healed of the passions and reaches dispassion.

			Passionate (ἐµπαθής)

			The word “passionate” in this text is not used in any of the secular senses of the word, but is used to describe someone or something subject to the passions.

			Patristic (πατερικός)

			This adjective is used to describe something of, or relating to, the holy Fathers of the Church.

			Praxis (πρᾶξις)

			Praxis is the practice of the virtues, in contrast with theoria. It refers to the external aspects of the ascetical life (namely, purification, fasting, vigils, prostrations, etc., and in general the keeping of the commandments) and is an indispensable prerequisite of theoria.

			Prayer of the heart (καρδιακὴ προσευχή)

			“Prayer of the heart” is the highest form of prayer in which the nous is kept in the heart by the grace of the Holy Spirit, and prays there without distraction. Beyond this form of prayer is theoria.

			Prayer-rope (κοµβοσχοίνι)

			A prayer-rope is a cord with many knots (usually thirty-three or one hundred) which is used in prayer to help the nous concentrate. At each knot, one prayer (usually the Jesus prayer) is said.

			Prayer rule (κανών)

			A prayer rule consists of the prayers and prostrations which one does daily, under the guidance of one’s spiritual father.

			Predisposition (πρόληψις)

			Predisposition is “the involuntary presence of former sins in the memory” according to St. Mark the Ascetic. This state is caused by repeated sinful acts which predispose a person to yield to particular temptations. Even though in principle he retains free choice and can reject provocations from the demons, in practice the force of habit makes it progressively harder for him to resist.

			Purification (κάθαρσις)

			In Patristic Theology, purification refers to three states: (1) the rejection from the heart of all thoughts, (2) the ascetical effort by which the three powers of the soul are turned towards God, thereby moving in accordance with and above nature, and (3) the ascetical method by which man overcomes selfish love and achieves unselfish love.

			Rebuttal ( ἀντιλογία)

			Rebuttal is the repulsing of a demonic thought at the moment of assault. See also consent.

			Repentance (µετάνοια)

			This Greek word for “repentance” does not mean merely regret or contrition, but it literally means a “change of mind” through which one directs his entire life towards God.

			Schema (σχῆµα)

			The schema, usually called the “great schema” or “angelic schema,” is the habit of a fully tonsured monk. It is called the “angelic schema” because its bearer strives to live angelically in purity and devotion to God alone.

			Skete (σκήτη)

			A skete is a small monastic village, usually consisting of a central church and several huts or “cells.” Cells are monastic houses, each with its own brotherhood and usually with its own chapel.

			Theoria (θεωρία)

			Theoria is the “vision of the spirit” or “a non-sensible revelation of the nous” (St. Isaac the Syrian) through which one attains spiritual knowledge. That is, through theoria, the Holy Spirit grants one understanding of the mysteries of God and creation which are hidden to the rational human intellect. Knowledge stemming from theoria is revelation from above. Theoria is not intellectual work, but an operation of the Holy Spirit which opens the eyes of the soul to behold mysteries. The Church Fathers often contrast it with praxis which is an indispensable prerequisite of theoria. In the first stage of theoria, the prayer is said without distraction and with a sense of the presence of God with love, peace, mourning, etc. In the next stage, the nous proceeds to feel what Adam felt in Paradise before the Fall, and it sees spiritually how all nature glorifies God. Furthermore, it sees His omnipotence, omniscience, and providence therein. St. Maximos the Confessor calls this the perception of the inner essences or principles of created beings (Philokalia, Vol. II, p. 69). In the final stage of theoria, one beholds God Himself in uncreated light. (Evagrios the Solitary, On Prayer, Philokalia, Vol. I, p. 61). See also contemplation.

			Theosis (θέωσις)

			Connected with the theoria of uncreated Light, theosis (divinization) is a participation in the uncreated grace of God. At this stage of perfection, one has reached dispassion. Through the cooperation of God with man, theosis is attained through the action of the transfigurative grace of God.

			Theotokos (Θεοτόκος)

			This is a title for the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God. Literally, it means, “God-birthgiver.” This title was approved of by the Third Ecumenical Synod because it declares that Christ was truly and fully God even before the incarnation.

			Thoughts (λογισµοί)

			In patristic usage, “thoughts” refers not merely to thoughts in the ordinary sense, but also to evil thoughts provoked by the demons. Only with watchfulness can we prevent the demons’ assaults of thoughts from developing into sins.

			Toll-houses (τελώνια)

			Several of the holy Fathers1 used the word τελώνια, (lit. “custom-houses”) to describe the spiritual reality involving the “taxing” or examination of the soul by accusation from demonic powers that occurs when a person dies.

			Tonsure (κουρά)

			A monastic tonsure is the rite in which a novice becomes a monk or nun. The word “tonsure” may also refer to the clipping of the novice’s hair during the rite, which symbolizes the cutting off of self-will.

			Watchful Fathers (Νηπτικοὶ Πατέρες)

			The “Watchful Fathers” or “Neptic Fathers” are the Church Fathers who wrote about watchfulness.

			Watchfulness (νῆψις)

			Watchfulness is unceasing attentiveness, alertness, or vigilance whereby one keeps watch over one’s inward thoughts and fantasies, so that they do not enter the heart; it is only the nous which must be within the heart.

			Notes

			

			
				
					1 Although some modern theologians doubt the existence of the toll-houses, they are mentioned either explicitly or implicitly by countless saints as well as in the Menaion, the Octoechos, and the Canon of Supplication at the Departure of the Soul. Saint Theophan the Recluse insisted not only on the truthfulness of their existence but also on the necessity of this teaching in the spiritual life of a Christian. Moreover, none of the holy Fathers ever expressed any doubt about this teaching.

				

			

		

	images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg





cover.jpeg
by Elder Ephraim

My Elder
seply the Hesychass





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





