Saint Symeon The New Theologian And Messalianism

By John K Kotsonis, PhD

This is the second (1) (of a series of three) paper on the life, works and message of Saint Symeon The New Theologian. Here, the writings and legacy of this great Orthodox Saint are examined vis a vis the heresy of Messalianism, with the goal of presenting Saint Symeon’s perspective on a number of spiritual matters in his own words and discussing them in detail. 

I. Introduction

Contrasting Saint Symeon’s theological views to those of an ancient heretical sect is used here like a powerful literary device that helps us look deeper at the teachings of this great Orthodox Saint and understand them in more detail. At the same time, this work is one more response to a few non-Orthodox scholars who have accused him of harboring some similar heretical beliefs.

In what follows, Messalianism is defined first with its main issues carefully listed, and then Saint Symeon’s related teachings are juxtaposed verbatim. This should allow readers to compare and contrast these two very different streams of thought easily, and should also help them enjoy the tremendous power of Saint Symeon’s inspired expression, which he brought to bear very frequently in his preaching or writing of religious poetry. While the first paper, mentioned earlier, relied on and quoted many of Saint Symeon’s Hymns (2), this present work focuses more on his Catecheses (3), again in an effort to broaden the scope of this whole study which will (over the next few months) include a third paper on Saint Symeon’s doctrine of the Divine Light, the cornerstone of his timeless contribution to Orthodoxy.

II. Messalianism:

From the earliest days of Christianity, the question of balancing individual spiritual work and participation in communal worship has been lurking in the background. After the first few centuries this issue became even more hotly debated as individual and group asceticism spread all over the Christian world. In response, important Church Fathers like Saint Basil the Great and Saint Athanasios the Great addressed the controversy and built the proper foundation for balance and synergistic coexistence between these two fundamental human tendencies. Yet the problem persisted, fed by differences in language and customs that were widespread among various ethnic groups in the Byzantine Empire. During those early days, before the Church had worked out processes and rules to reconcile differences and understand where the real problems lay, simple well meaning variations often resulted in misunderstandings that were taken to mean deep doctrinal disagreements. This also makes it hard even for us to evaluate, with very little objective documentation, some of these ancient controversies – but it doesn’t mean that real problems were not threatening Orthodoxy. This is true in the case of Messalianism.

The Syrian word “Messalian” means “the one who prays” and the Greek equivalent is “” or “”. Messalianism was a heresy that grew in the mid-4th through mid-5th centuries in Eastern Syria, Mesopotamia and Southern Asia Minor. Messalian groups were comprised of ascetics of both genders with a strict code of poverty, celibacy, fasting, and, primarily, intense individual prayer. They challenged the Church’s reason for being and also the function of her hierarchy, as well as the need for church buildings and other temples of worship. They even doubted any possible spiritual help that Christians might receive from organized liturgical services and the Holy Sacraments. They didn’t see the need for the possession of property or work to support themselves. For the most part, they survived through beggary and the charity of supporters, often sleeping in the open country or city streets. Their perspective was that ascetics, after leaving everything for a life of struggle, solitude and meditation, should just focus on silence and personal prayer, nothing else. Such an attitude was in stark contrast, of course, to the Christian monastic system of the time, according to which monks and nuns lived lives defined within the Church, respected the Sacraments, obeyed the direction of their (and the Church’s) leaders, and supported themselves by manual labor. They did all this without compromising their adherence to near-continuous prayer that was either private or organized as part of group worship. At first, some saw the Messalians as a harmless group of fanatics who were probably taking certain elements of the Orthodox religious tradition a bit too far. This was aided by the fact that there was no Messalian organization evident, no systematically documented beliefs that could be proven to be erroneous, and, therefore, they were thought to present no real challenge to the established order and teachings of the Church. However, as the Messalians grew in number and documented their belief system, opening themselves to increased, and better informed, scrutiny, the underlying strong doctrinal differences from the correct dogma of the Christian Church surfaced. 

Messalians were challenged in several regional Councils of the Church, e.g., Antioch in 380 and Side (Pamphylia) in 390. Their main book “Asceticon” was anathematized in the Council of Constantinople at 426, after which the whole sect was condemned and excommunicated by the 3rd Ecumenical Council (Ephesus, 431 AD.) Interestingly, parts of this heretical group survived in the East with small numbers of followers. Some believe that in several charismatic communities, especially the more remote ones, certain Messalian tendencies (e.g., too much focus on prayer alone and unwillingness to integrate it with work; excessive rebelliousness towards the Church’s authority, unwillingness to participate in the Holy Sacraments) would occasionally emerge. After their wholesale condemnation by the Church’s Councils, the term “Messalian” acquired a pejorative connotation, indicating a rebellious monk or nun who defied both the Church and organized sacramental worship, refused to work to support himself or herself, did not respect established norms between genders, and sought questionable ecstatic experiences. Even 800 years later, at the time of the Bogomils, these new heretics considered themselves to be descendants of the ancient sect of Messalians, and that name was brought again to the fore. This is why the accusation of Messalianism was even hurled at Orthodox Hesychasts without any conscious or remotely perceptible linkage to its historic basis. Apparently, if a group of religious seekers, whom other people didn’t quite understand, seemed to pray a lot, the suspicion of Messalianism was next to follow. Given that the Hesychasts were known for their steadfast practice of the “Jesus prayer” or “prayer of the heart”, they too suffered some of this unfair treatment. Therefore, we have to be very careful to separate fact from religious and political fiction as we try to determine what was the real story with Messalianism and its relationship with genuine Orthodox saints like Saint Symeon The New Theologian.

We should not forget that written expression (both words and structure) might have played a significant role in this controversy. The Syrian language of the time was very fluid and descriptive and the Greeks might have perceived it as less precise and given to exaggerations. Such differences can easily fuel misunderstandings. For example, Syriac writers employed many more emotional metaphors and sensual-spiritual expressions than their Greek colleagues. These differences could have been amplified after a book had been translated, perhaps more than once, into versions of Greek spoken by the various Hellenistic circles of Eastern Mediterranean at the time. Key words that can be instrumental in transmitting a spiritual message, such as “”, “”, “”, “”, “”, “”,“”,“”, “” and “” to mention but a few, are especially vulnerable to this type of potential mistranslation. In addition, the unyielding attention of Imperial authorities, and resulting rebellious feelings that were common in some of the more independent-minded monastic communities, could have contributed to deepening the gap between Messalianism and mainstream Christianity. In this respect, some Syriac works look a lot more acceptable, even truly inspired, to readers who read them many years later. For example, when the writings of Saint Macarios (for a long time suspected of Messalian-like connotations) are studied and analyzed several centuries after they first appeared, they are experienced as solid and intimate accounts of Orthodox Christianity (and as a matter of fact they have been a very strong favorite of Orthodox Athonite monks for a long time.) Perhaps, as has been often suspected, in some of the copies (which were expensive, tedious to produce and hard to find, not to mention prone to mistakes) Messalian writers surreptitiously introduced some of their own thinking, and their subterfuge took time to discover and figure out. This is not to say that there were no significant differences in the doctrinal beliefs and desired ecclesiastical structures between some of these groups and mainstream Orthodoxy; only that sometimes geographic and ethnic diversity made them look much worse. In this spirit, we should be careful to look deeply and understand what exactly are those essential differences, far beyond mere language, social mores and custom.

As mentioned above, several Councils of the Church (including the 3rd Ecumenical Council at Ephesus in 431) dealt with the Messalians, and exhaustive lists of their heretical creed and practices were created at that time and later. These studies were mainly based on their own book, Asceticon, and also based on direct questioning of their leaders and on various testimonies of knowledgeable experts. Four of those lists are the most prominent ones (4), and contemporary scholars have been studying them in great detail, both from a religious and a linguistic perspective (5). It is evident that these lists came to us from disparate sources, but their consistency with each other and with other authentic documents of the period confirms that they are valid. Based on that body of research, Columba Stewart (6) documents a comprehensive summary list of differences between the mainstream Christian Church and the Messalian movement of the 3rd to 5th centuries. The first five items of the list that follows were important doctrinal themes, and the last five were Messalian claims or practices that significantly diverged from the established social, moral and spiritual norms:

(a) Each human has a demon dwelling in his or her soul;

(b) This demon cannot be expelled by Baptism;

(c) The only way to expel this demon is through intense prayer, after which, a second, clean soul is secured;

(d) On the coming of the Holy Spirit or the Heavenly Bridegroom;

(e) On the liberation from passions ();

(f) The experience of spiritual visions of prophecy;

(g) The avoidance of work to support themselves;

(h) The desire for excessive sleep and prophetic dreams;

(i) The disregard for ecclesiastical communion and structures, unwillingness to participate in communal worship or to partake of the Holy Sacraments;

(j) The denial of critique of their errors and tendency to perjure themselves. 

Let us now look at each of these ten items in more detail:

(a) The belief that a demon resides in, or is attached to, each human soul is fundamental to Messalianism and dominates the first two themes of the list above. Then, the third theme, emphasis on prayer, comes to their aid: only intense individual prayer can rid us from our demons. This is more than a simple relationship: Messalians believed that the devil “possessed” the human mind and soul of every newborn human, and that our nature is in intimate communion with these evil spirits. That included even Christ’s Incarnation: they believed that His body, mind and soul eventually had to be cleansed of its own demons. Their emphasis on this type of powerful  “primordial evil” as a de facto “equal competitor” to God, meant that Messalianism was deep down a “dualistic” religious philosophy, with two approximately equal principles: God and evil. For Orthodox Christianity, of course, only God exists, and when humans choose to disobey Him they commit sinful acts which stain their (originally sinless) soul; evil does not have its own substance but is truly the absence of good; and humans are born pure and free to choose between good and evil.

(b) In addition, according to the Messalians, this possession of our soul by the devil cannot be uprooted by even the sacrament of the Holy Baptism. This Sacrament, they believed, may alleviate specific superficial sins but cannot change our inborn relationship with sin and its chief culprit, the devil, and is not powerful enough to expel such an evil attachment and restore freedom of will. In the same way, the Holy Eucharist and the other sacraments are equally ineffective, and, therefore, useless. 

(c) According to this system of belief, only fervent personal prayer can help us expel the indwelling demon from our soul. A second, “free” soul would then emerge, outside the devil’s influence, and the person would then have a real chance at salvation. For this reason, Messalians focused on personal prayer to the exclusion of most other work. This expulsion of demons from our soul, as they believed, is “felt” by the person being freed - they experience sin being uprooted and disposed of in an almost physical sense. The group’s main focus was based more on “intense” rather than “unceasing” prayer, meaning that heavy mental and emotional effort was involved. For this reason also, they believed that they themselves “earned” liberation from sin through spiritual work, and for this reason, Messalians’ acceptance of the role of Holy Grace was minimal.

(d) In keeping with their focus on “feeling” the presence of the Holy Spirit, the coming of the Heavenly Bridegroom, which they called “receiving the ‘substance’ of the Holy Spirit,” was often described as a woman’s sensual pleasure of joining with her husband, and words such as “” or “” were frequently used for this experience. 

(e) Liberation from sin or passion of all kinds: their belief that humans, through their own efforts and intense prayer, can reach a point of liberation where they are permanently and irrevocably freed from sin. Afterwards, these advanced seekers could, with no spiritual repercussions, abandon themselves to a life with no self-control, no good deeds, fasting or other corporeal discipline, and with no need of further instruction and spiritual guidance; they could even choose to live a life of utter licentiousness. This state of sinlessness they called passionlessness, “”, and thought that they had been blessed with the conscious “” of the Spirit and the Holy Trinity, a kind of physical blissful state, true sign that the level of permanent spiritual perfection or “” had been attained.  

(f) Visions and prophesy: another major topic as they believed that they could have divine visions, foresee the future, and even see the Holy Trinity with their own (physical) eyes. Some claimed that they could see demons and even “shoot at them”, in a mental sense, with imaginary bows and arrows. These extraordinary abilities were connected to their level of “” but, again, the perception of these unclean spirits was purported to be taking place “.”  Also, those most spiritually advanced among them, “ ,” could discern the spiritual condition of other people’s souls as if they were knowers of the human heart or “.” These revelations occurred both in feeling, “” and in “” i.e., divine substance.

(g) Contempt for work: a very troublesome social element here, as Messalians were clear about abhorring all types of manual labor, even to secure their most basic necessities. This last point was amplified by the fact that, along with work, Messalians refused to perform acts of charity (even for people who really needed help) and to be useful to society in any way. They formed mixed-gender groups for their protection, had no personal or communal property of any kind, slept in the open and survived on beggary and contributions from those who were sympathetic to the Messalian movement.

(h) Love for inordinate amount of sleep: instead of working, they would devote themselves to prayer and then to long hours of sleep, because, according to them, their dreams were inspired by the Holy Spirit and therefore prophetic. This was even more pronounced after they felt that they had reached “.” Such claims prompted a widespread impression that most of them were just lazy and misguided by demons to believe that they were saints. Other people called them (in a derogatory sense) “” or “possessed ones” and “” or “spirituals.”

(i) Indifference for sacramental life and ecclesiastical worship, and contempt for the Church as an organized structure for the benefit of humanity: Messalians believed that partaking of the Holy Eucharist or participating in any of the sacraments was not necessary or even beneficial, and that the official Church was irrelevant for our spiritual guidance and progress. Instead, they would focus on experiencing God (the Holy Spirit) in personal prayer and did not give credence to the relevance of Baptism, Ordination, or Confession. Even when they did participate in communal worship, they would only receive the Eucharist if they had, at the time, the palpable sensation of the Holy Spirit. This “” as they perceived it, was for them the true communion of Christians.

(j) Tendency to deny their beliefs and perjure themselves to deceive the Church’s authorities and also mislead their own followers. Some subterfuge was understandable, given the difficulties they were experiencing with the Church authorities, but the extent of this tendency was so widespread that others saw them as fundamentally hypocrites and cowards who would not openly stand up and state their beliefs. The perception that they had the right to state falsehoods to fit the circumstances was further amplified by the fact that, for them, after reaching “” such concepts as truth and lies had no meaning.

In summary, Messalians were seen as believing that evil indwells (possesses) human nature from the beginning of life and that it has to be expelled through conscious effort, mainly in the form of intense personal prayer for God’s help. This expulsion of evil is something to be physically felt, and the same is true for the coming of the Holy Spirit. At the end of human effort one achieves “passionlessness,” “” irrevocably for the rest of his or her life. This last state is also characterized by the strengthening of the divine “”. Participation in communal worship and sacramental life is discretionary or even irrelevant. Any type of work and good deeds are useless, and labor for self support is to be avoided. At the end of the spiritual journey, one achieves visions, prophecy, and “freedom” from such concepts as truth and falsehood.

III. Saint Symeon’s Writings And Messalianism

The truth is that most scholars who have studied Saint Symeon’s writings recognize that, despite his extraordinary inspiration and ability to persuade, he was not a systematic theologian. The literary expressions he used in his writings were not always extremely carefully chosen or even totally consistent. This, however, did not diminish the strength, clarity and authentic immediacy of his language, nor does it mean that he did not succeed in being a major pillar of Christianity and the Church. 

As he felt unable to contain his statements within the usual cataphatic language of the broader public, and since he was most often addressing primarily monks and a few faithful laymen who lived contemplative lives, he regularly used apophatic expressions like those of Saints Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzos. It is clear from his poems and discourses that he felt the pressing need to express and communicate some of his spiritual experiences that others would keep private, and often took what some saw as liberties with his words that brought him somewhat close to heretical (e.g., Messalian) statements. For example, when he spoke of our consciousness of grace, others claimed that he was teaching a heretical doctrine that unless one experiences (in a physical sense) grace within oneself, he or she is not in grace. In reality, he frequently clarified that grace is a spiritual presence and is experienced as such, often not in a physical sense at all. But, as was noted before, it is hard to classify neatly Saint Symeon’s thought and expression into a clear-cut systematization, as his language is inspired but sometimes seems fuzzy, vague and indefinite. Most importantly, his expressions about the same thing are somewhat dissimilar from passage to passage; as was stated above, the man was an inspired preacher but not a systematic theologian.

Most of those who have studied his life and written work in detail agree that even if his language is occasionally similar to some of the Messalian writers, his dogmatic positions were always firmly planted within the scope of true Orthodoxy. What is evident is that his detractors invariably take his words out of context and twist them, making them sound heretical. Of course, the fact is that many of the Messalian writers did employ the strategy of utilizing expressions that were very similar to the Church’s positions, and interjecting specific heretical statements in between those lines, so to speak. This makes it easier to find common elements between documents that stem from those two camps, especially if one were willing to look at single words, sentences or passages and disregard the bigger picture of theological meaning and intent, let alone the whole life of a saintly individual. Yet, we can look deeper and appreciate what kind of similarities were shallow and trivial as if one put them there on purpose, and which differences were clear and important.

To do this, these issues have been grouped in five categories:

1. Concerning the human soul;

2. Relationship with the Church;

3. Validity and necessity of the Holy Sacraments;

4. On Prayer and work;

5. Regarding human perfection and freedom of will.

In the pages that follow, Saint Symeon’s work is compared and contrasted to these five categories that distill the Anti-Messalian lists, as discussed in Section II above.

1. Concerning the human soul

Saint Symeon taught that we are all an integrated whole, consisting of body, soul and spirit; but sometimes he would say that we are an integrated whole of body and soul; as discussed above, he was not perfectly consistent in his terminology. However, when we look at this carefully, his main message was that all our elements, aspects, and tendencies are tightly integrated by divine design and cannot be isolated from their intended totality. As integrated human creatures, we are free to grow “in His image (7),” as we choose, little by little, our own way to live a life that leads us to communion with our Creator or away from Him. Messalianism, on the other hand, looked at humans in distinct parts (and some of these parts as subjugated to external forces); for example when they taught that humans have a second soul which is not fully under our control and that we have to fight some indwelling demon for its freedom. This whole line of erroneous thinking is totally foreign to Saint Symeon. In fact, he repeatedly stressed that there is nothing fundamentally evil in humans, because the whole of God’s creation is good by nature. He often stressed that evil, in abstraction, is but the absence of good and has no substance or being of its own; it is a phenomenon caused as a result of humans making mistakes in exercising their freedom of will. In this way, Lucifer, the devil, who had been created good, freely chose to revolt against God and now tries to convince us to do the same thing. However, we are free to turn to God and do good in oppositing Satan’s evil suggestions, and there is nothing built into our soul to prevent us from doing so. Passions are a disease that needs to be defeated and stay defeated through continuous spiritual struggle until the end. Moreover, Saint Symeon insisted, when we choose to follow Christ and advance towards deification, the abundant help of His Holy Grace is there to assist us. In this sense, salvation is His gift and not the result of our own efforts – a belief that was common among Messalians. In contrast, Saint Symeon stressed how important it is for Christians to receive their Creator’s Grace in the Holy Spirit, and thereby renew our human soul. This is done within the context of love, faith and trust in Christ. Even in theosis we do not acquire a second soul, as Messalians maintained, but enjoy the restoration and renewal of the soul to its original pure state, and beyond, towards eternal perfection. 

Specifically on the Messalian assertion that humans have two souls, Saint Symeon clearly rejects this teaching in his writings, e.g., (8):

“The Creator… will send the divine Spirit.

I am not speaking of another soul such as you have;

But of the Spirit, I mean, Who comes from God,

Who breathes where He abides,

Who will take His abode substantially in you

And will illumine and cast His light and recreate you completely

Who will make you incorruptible,

You who are corruptible.

He will make new again the antiquated house

The house of your soul, I mean.” 

Also (9): 

“Thus the soul of each man according to the Image

Is made a rational image of the Logos…

It has an intelligence and reason. 

This flows from its essence without separation and confusion.”

He also states that what is new in man is the presence of the Holy Spirit Who is sent by the Son to liberate and guide us to salvation (10): 

“Let no one deceive you! God is light (11) and to those who have entered into union with Him He imparts of His own brightness to the extent that they have been purified. When the lamp of the soul, that is the mind, has been kindled, then it knows that a divine fire has taken hold of it and inflamed it. How great a marvel! Man is united to God spiritually and physically, since the soul is not separated from the mind, neither the body from the soul… It is evident that just as the Father abides in His own Son (12) and the Son in His Father’s bosom (13) by nature, so those who have been born anew through the divine Spirit (14) and by His gift have become the brothers of Christ our God and sons of God and gods by adoption, by grace abide in God and God in them (15).”

Saint Symeon clarifies that the soul does not have its own light (because it is part of a creature) and may or may not receive God’s Light (16): 

“Likewise here below as there in the life to come,

He alone is the light of souls.

But we are darkness; we have souls with no light.

If then the Light of souls unites with my soul,

That light will be extinguished and becomes then darkness,

Or my soul will be illumined,

And it is like the light.”

In this way, Saint Symeon sees someone’s soul that is dark, because he has not yet accepted God’s light, and another’s soul that is bright, as he has already accepted God’s light, but these two souls do not coexist within the same person at the same time. Instead, Saint Symeon sees the process of our darkened (by sin) soul becoming bright as we are raised by faith, right action and prayer, to meet and unite with our Savior within His divine light. This process (of theosis) does not result in any confusion of identity (between creature and Creator) as seen by contrasting the following two statements (17): 

“For God Who in all goodness fills the soul in which He dwells with all goodness (18) as far as our nature is capable of receiving it, because God is infinite and cannot be contained by any created nature.” 

And (19): 

“Even though He is called “light” and “sun” (20), yet He is the Maker and Master of the light and of the sun. He is life (21) and lifegiver, truth (22), righteousness, and sanctification (23), simple, not compounded, good, all goodness, and above all goodness.”
Again, Saint Symeon’s main position regarding the human soul is that we must work to allow God to illumine it, elevate it from the darkened state of sin to union with Him in light. For example (24): 

“He who said, ‘Let there be light’ and immediately there was

What then do you think, if He shines spiritually in a heart

Or in a mind as a bright flash of light or as a great sun

What is He not able to accomplish in a soul, completely

Immersed in the light?

Will He not illumine this soul

And make it experience Himself in an accurate knowledge

Of Who He really is?

Yes, this is really what so happens.”

Elsewhere, he insists that it is God Who decides to enter our body, not us humans causing this union with Him (25): 

“…He Himself comes down from heaven and enters into our body as into a tomb. He unites Himself to our souls and raises them up, though they were undoubtedly dead, and thus grants to him who has thus been raised with Christ that he may see the glory of His mystical resurrection.” 

In the passages and hymns shown above, it is clear that Saint Symeon’s teachings purport a single human soul, which is enlightened by God’s grace without any confusion of essence between the two.
2. Relationship with the Church

During his whole life as monk and priest, Saint Symeon was a committed and active member of the Church. His differences with certain individuals were just that: isolated instances. He was known to occasionally voice his disagreement with what certain other members of the clergy believed and how they behaved. However, in key moments, Saint Symeon always deferred to the decisions of the Church’s hierarchy and obeyed their commands, even if he disagreed with them (26). It is evident by his writings that he never meant to say or imply that bishops (or priests or deacons) should be discounted or challenged in any systematic way, and that he never underestimated the significance of the Holy Sacrament of Holy Orders. As Saint Nikitas Stethatos quotes him (27), addressing bishops:

“We shall receive you in the same manner as the apostles… and we shall keep your commandments till death.” 

As another example, Saint Symeon showed his respect for the Church’s hierarchy when he told his monks (28): 

“We minister to you the oracles of God as those who are indebted to His grace, and display to you the talent that was given to us and the spiritual gift [bestowed on us] ‘through prophetic utterance with the laying on of hands’ (29) of the high priest who ordained us to the priesthood.” 

In these words, Saint Symeon demonstrated that he respected the Church – even if, in other places, he admonished individual priests and bishops to behave properly. But, he never stopped teaching everyone, layperson or clergy, about the ways of God. For example, he was adamant that clergy should never downgrade the involvement of the Holy Spirit in our lives through merely participating in institutionalized ritual. He also insisted that the clergy should always be chosen from among those who love and fear God the most and keep His commandments as best they can. He warns that sometimes (30):

 “…we monks have come to such audacity and darkness that we attempt to be shepherds of Christ’s sheep without Christ, and do so for bodily pleasure and enjoyment, financial gain, and to be honored by men. We strive by all means to receive the dignity of the apostles, and even buy their authority with gold (31), without fearing God or being ashamed in the presence of those who see it!” 

While dealing with this sensitive subject throughout his Discourses and Hymns, his words are clear and gentle, never blindly accusatory or rebellious. Actually, the Discourse XVIII “On Worthy and Unworthy Superiors”  is a good overall expose of his thoughts on this topic. Still, in pointing out a bad situation, he is always quite assertive and unambiguous, for example (32):
“Here I am again, writing against those who say they have the Spirit of God unconsciously, who think they have Him in themselves as a result of divine Baptism and who, while they believe they have this treasure, yet recognize themselves as wholly deaf to Him.”

Of course, as is obvious to the reader by now, Saint Symeon always spoke openly and delineated the object of his fatherly admonitions clearly, personally and very directly, e.g., (33): 

“And you bishops, understand!

You are the imprint of my image.

You have been given a charge to communicate with Me worthily…

You bishops look down upon all the least

As lowly and completely inferior!

You bishops who fail in your worthy calling.

I am not referring to those whose life corresponds with their preaching

And is a seal of their divinely inspired teaching and divine eloquence,

But those whose life contradicts their preaching

And who remain ignorant of my awesome and divine mysteries

And who think they hold in their hands bread instead of fire!”

Who despise me as just simple bread 

And believe they gaze and eat a morsel

Without seeing my invisible glory.

You bishops, and these are the majority,

Who exalt themselves even though they are 

Debased by their wretched wickedness,

They seek the glory of men

While they turn their eyes from Me, the Creator of all

As from a poor man, a despised beggar.

They unworthily handle My body

And seek avidly to dominate the masses…

They are seen to appear as brilliant and pure,

But their souls are worse than mud and dirt,

Worse even than any kind of deadly poison,

These evil and perverse men.”

Throughout his writings, Saint Symeon, true to his eloquent but austere style, insisted that members of the clergy who have not been gifted with (even a modicum of) the presence of the Holy Spirit (e.g., in response to their conscious efforts, faith and devotion) should not be allowed to celebrate the Holy Sacraments. On this he is adamant (34): 

“But what shall I say to those who want to enjoy a reputation, and be made priests and prelates and abbots, who want to receive the confidence of others’ thoughts, and who say that they are worthy of the task of binding and loosing (35, 36): When I see that they know nothing of the necessary and divine things, not teach these things to others, nor lead them to the light of knowledge, what else is it but what Christ says to the Pharisees and lawyers: ‘Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key to knowledge; you did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering (37).’ But what is the key of knowledge other than the grace of the Holy Spirit given through faith? In very truth it produces knowledge and understanding through illumination and opens our closed and veiled mind (38) through many parables and symbols, as I have told you, as well as by clear proofs.”

It is a cornerstone of his entire message that it behooves clergy who officiate at the Holy Sacraments to work hard at seeking the gift of the Holy Spirit first and foremost, and not take for granted their “right” to perform such divine rituals for profit, in a cold, detached, professional way (39): 

“What is worse, most of us without fear buy the priesthood for money and seek to govern the King’s flock as shepherds, though we have never been sheep. We do this merely to fill our own stomachs as if we were wild beasts, and to do all other things to which we are compelled by our propensity to evil, together with our desire and inclination for things below! Brethren, were the apostles at the beginning like this? Were the successors of the apostles such? Did our fathers and teachers [act] thus? Woe to the dreadful audacity of such men! Not only do they become traitors and sacrilegious in the matter of material possessions, when they have eyes for nothing else than their moneybags. They even dare to lay hands on the riches of God when they are not ashamed to say, ‘It pertains to us to bind and to loose (40, 41), and we have received this power from on high for the present life.’ What impudence, if I am not to say, what utter madness! From whom, tell me, and for what purpose have you received this power from above? Is it because you have left everything to follow Christ (42)? Is it because you have despised earthly glory? Is it because you have become humble in spirit? Is it because you have sold all and given it to the poor (43, 44). Is it because you have lost your life or become dead to the world, and have not found it in any ‘will of the flesh’ (45)? Or is it because you too, like Christ’s disciples of old, have heard Him say as He breathed on you, ‘Receive the Holy Ghost. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained’ (46). ‘But the power belongs to the priests’ they say. But not simply to priests as such, but to those who serve in the priestly ministry of the Gospel (47) in a spirit of humility and who live a blameless life. [Such priests] first present themselves to the Lord (48) and offer themselves as a  ‘’perfect, holy and well-pleasing sacrifice,’ as their own pure act of worship (49) in the temple of their own bodies (50), inwardly and spiritually. They are accepted and appear on the altar that is on high (51) offered by Christ the High Priest as a perfect sacrifice, changed and transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit. They have been transformed into Christ, who died for us and rose in the glory of His Godhead… To such it belongs to bind and to loose (52, 53), to perform priestly acts and to teach, and not to men who have received their appointment and ordination from men only. As he says, ‘one does not take the honor upon himself, but he is called by God.’ (54). He did not say, ‘He who was predestined by God and foreordained for this.’ Those who come from men and through men are thieves and robbers, as the Lord said: ‘I am the door. All who have come,’ and who come now, ‘not through Me, but climb in some other way, are thieves and robbers.’ (55)”

Saint Symeon’s priorities are clear in his words to the clergy of his time: first, work hard to be given the grace of God through the Holy Spirit, and then, carry out your priestly duties that include celebrating the Sacraments, teaching from the pulpit and guiding your flock through example (56). In this way, he remained respectful and obedient to the administrative commands and directives of the Church’s hierarchy, while also working to improve the performance and attitudes of individual clergymen. Yet, despite his extraordinary experiences of God’s Grace that he so faithfully documented, he became more and more humble as time wore on (57): 

“There are times when I, without willing it, mount to the height of contemplation; with my will I am drawn down from it because of the limitations of human nature and [find] safety in abasement… I rejoice because Christ… has bestowed on me an eternal and unshakable Kingdom, yet I constantly weep as one who is unworthy of that which is above, and I cease not…  I stand before Him as a son, yet my attitude is that of a stranger who dares not speak. I hear Him say. ‘Well done, faithful servant’ (58) and the rest, yet in reality I find that I have not kept even one talent of all those that were given me (59). It seems to me that I reach the very summit of blessings, yet I am lying as a prisoner down in the abyss of my sins, engulfed in despair. It is when I am abased below all others that I am lifted up above the heavens (60) and am once more united in love to Christ our God.”

Clearly, Saint Symeon’s personal experience of the Holy Grace led him back to the path of humility, openness and total reliance on God, rather than the pseudo self-sufficiency and pride that Messalian “perfect men” were known for. His teachings go even further, suggesting that direct experience of God’s presence and grace is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for those who want to become priests (61): 

“For it is not all those people who have the right to officiate;

But, even if someone had completely received the grace of the Spirit

And if he was free from sin from his mother’s womb,

Unless by His command and by His choice God

Give him, by divinely enlightening his soul, the assurance

And enkindle him with the desire of divine love,

It does not seem to me reasonable that he offer the Divine Sacrifice

And that he touch the untouchable and awesome mysteries

To which is due glory, honor and all adoration,

Now and always, forever and ever.”

From these words, it is obvious that very few, if any, of the Fathers placed the bar as high as Saint Symeon did for those who feel they are worthy to join the clergy.

3. Validity and necessity of the Holy Sacraments;

While the Messalians rejected the essential value of Holy Sacraments, e.g., Baptism, Saint Symeon taught that the Holy Grace is given to us at Baptism and the other Sacraments. These are imperative for our spiritual progress, both at the start of our life and beyond. At the same time, as was discussed above, he did criticize some clergy for specific attitudes and events, focusing on priests and bishops who did not work to acquire the Holy Spirit but rely exclusively on the external authority of their profession and rank (i.e., their office.) Only the acquired virtues can confirm the acquisition of the Holy Grace that the Spirit imparts on the faithful, blessing both the office and the holder of the office. Despite the great blessing of the Holy Sacraments, e.g., Baptism, he insisted that we should all keep striving towards perfection in good works, faith and prayer in order to reach our goal in this life, theosis. This effort lasts during our whole life and should never stop. Christians are thus increasingly strengthened by the Grace of the Holy Spirit, Who already came to us at first with Baptism and Chrismation, and still comes to us regularly with the other Sacraments like Confession and the Holy Eucharist. In order to keep living in the Holy Spirit and get closer and closer to Him, we need to continue struggling during the entirety of our lives in faith and love. At the same time, he also taught that a foretaste in the Holy Spirit is essential for us to advance towards theosis here in this life and to keep advancing towards perfection in the next life.

Also, Saint Symeon taught that the ultimate source of eternal life is Christ who comes to us in the Sacrament of Holy Communion. In order for us to be best prepared and receptive of His Grace in the Eucharist, the role of repentance and corresponding tears is very important. In addition, Saint Symeon spoke positively about the sacrament of Holy Marriage, writing that salvation can come in the same way to married people and monastics, men and women, clergy and lay people. Instead, Messalians expressed contempt for married life and for those who spent a major part of their life working to make a living to support their family.

To substantiate the above discussion with a few examples, here are some of his own words about the significance of the Holy Sacraments in the life of a Christian, especially about Baptism, Chrismation, Holy Communion and Confession, presented unedited and without many additional comments:

Baptism & Chrismation

These two Sacraments safeguard the soul of every Christian (62): 

“Why then, brethren, do we not run toward the merciful God Who has so loved us? Why do we not give up our souls to death for Christ our God who has died for us? Why are we fearful and why do we dread the departure from the body? Surely hell is not about to receive or take possession of the souls of those who have hoped in Christ. Can death have any power over the souls that have been sealed by the grace of the All Holy Spirit and the blood of Christ? Dare the spiritual wolf look straight at the seal of Christ “the Chief Shepherd” (63), which He places on His own sheep? By no means, faithful brethren of goodly mind! Therefore, as many as lack the seal, run to Him! All who have not been signed, hasten to be marked with the sign of the Spirit!... Let us seek Christ, with whom we have been clothed through Holy Baptism (64.”

Holy Baptism regenerates us and sets us free (65): 

“When our Master descended from on high He by His own death destroyed the death that awaited us. The condemnation that was the consequence of our forefathers’ transgression He completely annihilated. By Holy Baptism He regenerates and refashions us, completely sets us free from the condemnation, and places us in this world wholly free instead of being oppressed by the tyranny of the enemy.  By honoring us with the original free will He gives us strength against our enemy, so that those who are willing may overcome him more readily that could all the saints who lived before Christ’s coming. Unlike them, when they die, they will not be brought down to hell, but enter into heaven with its delight and pleasure. At this present time they enjoy these in part. But after the resurrection from the dead they will be granted the fullness of eternal joy.”

Baptism and Communion cleanse us and restore us to holiness (66):

“As He applied the ineffable and life-giving power of His Godhead and His flesh to the deadly venom and poison of sin, He completely delivered all our race from the action of the enemy (67). Through Holy Baptism and the Communion of His undefiled mysteries, His body and His precious Blood, He cleanses us and gives us life and restores us to holiness and sinlessness (68). More than that, He sends us forth to enjoy the honor of liberty, so that we may not appear to serve our Master by compulsion, but out of free choice… So we have been born again in Holy Baptism and have been released from slavery and become free, so that the enemy cannot take any action against us unless we of our free will obey Him.”

Even after Baptism we need repentance (69):

“He who has kept himself spotless for God after his Baptism and preserved himself undefiled in accordance with the image of Him Who made him (70) and formed him needs nothing further to recall him from his condition, for he is in God. But he who after Baptism has defiled himself with unsuitable actions and lawless deeds and has made the temple of his body – or rather, the house of God – into a house of pleasures, passions, and demons (71)by his profligacy stands in need of repentance.”

Holy Baptism is necessary but not sufficient for our salvation – continuous watchfulness and repentance is also needed (72):

“Just as it is impossible for one to be saved who has not been baptized by water and the Spirit (73), neither is it for him who has sinned after Baptism, unless he be baptized from on high and be born again. This the savior confirmed when he said to Nicodemus, “unless one is born from on high [Note: The Greek word in the Gospel can mean equally ‘anew’ or ‘from on high’. It would appear that Saint Symeon uses it in this double sense] he cannot enter into the kingdom of Heaven (Jn 3:3-5)”

Union with the Holy Spirit is essential for salvation (74):

“It is written Jesus said ‘John baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit. (75)’ Rightly so, for unless one is baptized with the Holy Spirit, he does not become a son of God or a fellow heir with Christ. (76)”

Holy Communion

Frequent Communion is a very good thing for those living a Christian life with humility and repent daily (77):

“’The holy things for the holy!” There are those who say this day after day and proclaim it to others as they shout it aloud. Would that they did it to themselves! You hear them say it. What then? Is one unworthy who is not a saint? No. But he who does not daily bring forth the secrets of his heart, he who does not display worthy penitence for them and for the sins he has unwittingly committed, he who does not always mourn and ‘walk in heaviness (78)’ and does not zealously practice what has been mentioned above, he is not worthy. But he who practices all these things and spends all his life with groanings and tears is not worthy, not only on the feast day but every day (79). If I dare say so, he is worthy from the very beginning of his repentance and conversion to partake [daily] of these divine Mysteries. Such a person deserves leniency, because he is ready to persevere in these and similar practices to the very end, and as he walks in humility and a contrite heart. By doing this and being so disposed he is daily enlightened in soul. Aided by partaking of the Holy Gifts he is the more quickly lifted up to perfect purification and holiness.”

We should all try to be worthy every time we receive the Holy Gifts (80):

“ So, brother, when you have spent the hours before the Liturgy in this way, go back to the service with haste and great eagerness. Stand according to the rule we outlined in the case of the morning office of praise, and by no means forget sorrow. Stand with trembling as though you were seeing the Son of God being offered in sacrifice for you. If you are worthy and have received the necessary absolution, approach with fear and joy to communicate in the ineffable blessings.”

We need true repentance when we partake of the Holy Eucharist (81):

“Fathers and brethren, you read the inspired writings of our holy father Symeon the Studite on his sublime actions, which he, being moved by the Spirit of God, composed for the benefit of many. Among his many extraordinary practices there was this in particular, which he observed without fail throughout his life and in teaching and writing summed up as follows: ‘Brother, never communicate without tears.’ And his hearers – and there were many… were amazed. As they looked at one another they would say… ‘well, then, we shall never again communicate, but we shall all go without communion.’ … But if they think it wholly impossible day-by-day to partake of the awesome Mysteries with tears, what ignorance on their part, what lack of feeling! Alas for the folly, the indifference, the hardness of heart of those who say these things! For if they judged themselves, they would not be judged by their own words (82). If they paid attention to repentance they would not have uttered the words “it is impossible.” Had they pursued fruitful activity, they would not have been entirely without experience of so great a benefit, such as a gift of God. Had they acquired the fear of God in their hearts they would have borne witness that it is possible to mourn and to weep, not only at the time of the receiving of the divine Mysteries, but at any time, so to speak.”

Confession

True repentance and Confession are essential for our salvation (83):

“The deadly wound consists of every sin that is not repented and confessed, and of falling into despair. This depends on our choice and will. If we do not yield ourselves to the pit of carelessness and despair the devil cannot at all prevail over us.”

Repentance is a command from Christ (84):

“Brethren and fathers, it is a good thing to repent, and so is the benefit that comes from it. The Lord Jesus Christ, our God, knowing this and foreseeing all things, said: ‘Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand. (85)’ … I beseech you, let us cast away, together with our new wealth, the habit of servitude to the evils we have mentioned. Let us not stop at this, but let us eagerly wash away their defilement with tears of penitence.”

4. On Prayer and Work 

Saint Symeon spoke frequently about private prayer, including continuous prayer – but, because of his role as Abbott, in his discourses he primarily stressed the importance of prayer within the Church. For him, prayer of all kinds shows our unceasing effort to repudiate the demons who are attacking us and to stay connected with God. While praying continuously we can also engage in work, as Saint Paul urges us, (86) manual labor should be part of our spiritual activities, as prayer acts to sanctify the product of our efforts. In contrary, Messalians maintained that individual, not Church-connected, prayer is the key for our salvation, and that work is useless to that end. Saint Symeon also believed that prayer is an integral part of the whole chain of virtues and resulting positive actions and Christian attitudes, as they all form important aspects of our life in God. Both Messalians and Saint Symeon use Saint Paul’s phraseology that prayer acts to put on us the “incorruptible and divine garment” which allows us to unite ourselves with the Divine Bridegroom. In this way, we conform to the image of God as He intended us to do. The difference here is how this is to be done. 

For Saint Symeon prayer represented the first stage of, and main tool for, our union with God, a tentative intercourse of the human soul with the Almighty. Prayer was also central to the Messalians, and their mishandling of its meaning and role in Christian life was addressed extensively at the Councils that condemned their practices. Diverging from Orthodox Christian doctrine, Messalians viewed prayer as an end unto itself, a human activity that is uniquely sufficient in leading one to salvation. In contrast, many Church Fathers, including Saint Symeon, taught that prayer should be an integral part of a total Christian devotion to God that also includes right action (e.g., ascesis, charity, and humble service) and a sacramental life within the Church. It is in this holistic Christian framework that prayer is most meaningful and helpful in our desire to approach God. Underneath this difference lies a basic Christian understanding that certain spiritual feelings (e.g., perceived divine revelations) that are thought to be obtained through prayer but are outside an integrated experience of life in the Church, are demonic in nature and do not represent real progress towards theosis. True prayer is conducted as part of a Christian life within the Church and not exclusively at some self-defined ascetic circle or in outright isolation. 

In full agreement with other Fathers, (e.g., Saint John Climacos) Saint Symeon taught that prayer should be undertaken both as part of an ecclesiastical worship activity (e.g., during regular services) and in private, throughout all parts of a Christian’s life. For example, he states (87):

“If possible, let none of you spend the time of the Office and the reading without tears! … If you force yourself so that you do not go through the appointed office of the Church without tears, you will acquire this excellent habit, and during the psalm verses and the troparia you sing your soul will be fed. It will receive the divine thoughts into itself, and through that which is recited your mind will be carried up to things spiritual. And as you weep sweet tears your time spent in church will be as if you were in heaven itself with the Powers that are on high. So make this a law for yourself, that you never leave before the last prayer of the Office, unless there is urgent necessity or physical need.”

Then he continues – in the same reference as above, a little later:

“Once the morning Office of praise is finished… pray in the solitude of your cell, and when you have recited the appointed prayer with tears and great recollection, take on some physical labor and at once go off to support it.”

And (88):

“Once you have closed your door, pick up your book, and read about six pages with attention. Then stand for prayer, quietly sing psalms and pray to God as one who is heard by no one else. Stand with boldness and collect your thoughts and do not allow them to roam elsewhere; join your hands, place your feet evenly together, and stand in one place without moving. Close your eyes to prevent them from looking at anything else and your mind from wandering. As for your mind itself and your whole heart, lift them up to heaven and to God, invoking His mercy from on high with tears and groans. Let your psalms be prescribed by your spiritual father, such as contain words of penitence and compunction, enough to suffice for your ability and your disposition… In addition you must have prayers of confession as well appointed for the morning and the evening.”

Elsewhere, Saint Symeon urges his monks to stay with their prayer while in their cells and then join others in the church to continue the group prayer at the pre-ordained times (89):

“When you wake up from sleep, do not turn over on the other side! Rise at once and pray again in the aforesaid manner and sleep no longer, but persevere in prayer and reading until the semantron sounds. Then go off with all the rest to the Office and stand in the Temple, as though you were in the company of angels in heaven, with trembling because you regard yourself unworthy even to stand there with your brethren.”

The practice of a proper balance between individual and communal prayer, as well as between prayer and an overall healthy Christian life, was very important for Saint Symeon. Therefore, he disagreed with the notion that monks should just participate in church services and that, by only doing so, they would be saved (90):

“… He thinks that it is enough for him that he merely does not miss the compulsory Offices, that is, lauds (Orthros) and vespers and the hours that are sung in common, and that by simply doing this he will attain to perfect virtue and to the perfection of those who have architected it, to “the full stature of Christ” (91). I have known some who were under such a delusion and… thought that they would be saved without any further effort, without prayer, silence, vigil, abstinence, poverty of spirit (92), humility, or love, but merely by attending the Offices in the way mentioned above. But this is not so.”

Also, in contrast to the Messalians, Saint Symeon had a very high regard for work as an integral part of a healthy Christian life. This of course, was in total agreement with the teachings of Saint Paul (93). He repeatedly urged his monks to take conscious responsibility for some useful manual labor or other appointed talk, after their prayer is done (94):

“Once the morning Office of praise is finished do not , as soon as you have left the church, start talking to one man and the other and so be distracted in idle talk. Rather pray in the solitude of your cell, and when you have recited the appointed prayer with tears and great recollection, take on some physical labor and at once go off to perform it. If it is manual labor, go off to it; if it is study, go off to study. Refuse altogether to sit in your cell without some occupation, lest idleness teach you every kind of evil of which one may not even speak.”

Prayer, of course, is no substitute for duly appointed tasks, but a healthy complement to them (95):

“…after reading a little take hold of your manual work and continue with it until the wood gives the signal for the singing of the Office of lamp-lighting.”

In total, the Messalian doctrine of the self-sufficiency of individual prayer at the expense of all other aspects of Christian life is totally foreign to Saint Symeon’s teachings. He perceived an overarching triad of activities that lead to Christ: right action, sacramental life, and prayer, all carried out, lived, as a balanced, integrated whole.

5. Regarding human perfection and freedom of will

Saint Symeon’s teachings on the perfection of the human life in Christ, theosis, were greatly influenced by his spiritual father, Saint Symeon the Studite or Pious, “” whom he considered as “perfected” as any human may become. Through him, he realized that the goal of our existence and activity on Earth is to reach a point where our life is filled with the grace of the Holy Spirit. And, although some of these words were also used by the Messalians, closer inspection of what lay underneath tells otherwise.

As discussed above in Section II, for the Messalians, the “spiritual man,” i.e., those who have reached human perfection and, therefore, embody the essence of Messalian beliefs, has the following two characteristics: (a) After reaching impassibility, their nature becomes divine and perfectly simple, and this uncompounded state would then become permanent, i.e., there can be no regression into sin for the rest of their life, no matter what they actually did (good or bad) in that period. (b) These individuals would experience sin and grace both “acted upon” () and ‘in action” (), and, in this context, they would be able to discern the spiritual state and progress of others and guide them accordingly. However, Saint Symeon never implied that this kind of irreversible change is possible, nor did he ever use any of these terms about experiencing sin and grace. For him, the personification of human perfection was Saint Symeon the Pious, from whom he patterned his teachings of spiritual fatherhood. He was also adamant that freedom of will is an inalienable gift from God to all humans (96). Therefore, he always acknowledged that, as long as we are alive, even the most spiritually advanced among us have the freedom to regress and commit sin again. This important element placed his teachings diametrically opposite to the Messalian propositions. In addition, he never implied that a spiritually advanced person, such as Saint Symeon the Pious, would ever believe in his heart that he had reached permanent perfection and, therefore, feel free to sin purposely thinking that it didn’t matter any more, as the Messalians taught.

In many places in his writings, Saint Symeon focused on the significance and key role of the spiritual father, who is seen as not only a mediator, but also as a guarantor of the presence of the Holy Spirit. A spiritual father who has received God’s grace can play an extraordinary role in helping his spiritual child. However, Saint Symeon didn’t perceive the spiritual father as one possessing supreme (i.e., divine) powers, as the Messalians implied, but as an experienced guide who, being closer to God and full of His presence, could mediate for his charges by inviting the Holy Grace to come upon them as well. In other words, because a worthy spiritual father knows (through direct experience) God (97) to the extent humanly possible, he is capable of leading his spiritual children to Him (98): 

“Who has guided me and drawn me to these blessings?

Who has raised me up from the depth of the deceit of the world?

Who has separated me from my father, my brothers, my friends,

My parents, the pleasures and the joy of the world?

Who has shown me the path of repentance and of compunction

From which I discovered the day that has no end?

It was an angel, not a man; nevertheless he is a man

The world is ridiculed by him and the dragon is trampled under foot

And the demons tremble in his presence…

The fact is that he came down and found me a slave and a stranger

And he said: “Come my child, I will lead you to God!”

What’s more, the spiritual father helps his spiritual children even after death (99):

“Believe that he will stand before God with confidence even though you have placed his body in the grave, and invoke his intercession without hesitation. He will help you here and will preserve you from all adversity; when you depart from the body he will receive you and prepare an eternal dwelling (100) for you.”

It is also important to realize that, in contrast with the Messalians, Saint Symeon saw humility as the cornerstone of human perfection, a simple human quality that plays an even more important role in our salvation than the spiritual father. Therefore, the first and ultimate virtue that the deserving spiritual father needs to help his charges develop is the natural ability to subject their will to God. As humility develops, their closeness with God grows and the need for detailed guidance diminishes (101):

“He who advances rapidly is the one who is humble in heart, who thinks the most humble thoughts and is contrite in mind (102), and chooses more zealously to follow the divine Scriptures. He endures every tribulation and bears every trial and in addition numbers himself among the lowliest of all; he thinks over his actions and his faults and daily blames himself as a sinner. It is the divine grace that instructs him in that which brings salvation when he “has no man” (Jn 5:7) to help him. Bit by bit it drives out from his soul the faults and wickedness he has from the world and brings in virtues in their place.”  

Saint Symeon mentions that his own spiritual father had grown so close to God that he  “remained motionless (), unhurt and impassive” (103):

“So there was even in these latter days,

Symeon the saint, the pious one, the Studite.

… He remained motionless, unhurt and impassive;

he was all Christ himself and as Christ he considered 

all the baptized, clothed with the whole of Christ.”

In this sense, impassibility for Saint Symeon was what to expect from union with Christ. This emphasis on union with Christ, the Impassible One, distinguishes Saint Symeon from the Messalians who considered impassibility to be a human achievement.

As various Fathers delved into the written statements of the Messalians, one key error was recognized to be their confusion between impassibility on one hand, vs. insensibility and impeccability on the other. Someone can indeed be freed from passions (i.e., being able not to succumb to error in thought or action) and yet continue to be subjected to temptation as many great saints were, even our Lord Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane. Messalians believed that someone who is impeccable (makes no mistakes) is not subjected to attacks of passions, which is not true. Many Fathers (e.g., Saint John Climacos) actually taught that the more virtuous one becomes, the stronger the attacks of the devil turn out to be. In addition, Messalians believed that spiritual seekers go through a period free of passions and corresponding sin, then this state becomes permanent and they become incapable of sinning. This of course is antithetical to the fundamental Christian doctrine of free will (104): “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness…” according to which we always have the option of committing sin, all the way to our day of physical death. Therefore, the Messalians arrived at the clearly false belief that those who have gone through periods of passionlessness or sinlessness remain sinless, impeccable, regardless of what actions they now commit. In contrast, the Orthodox understanding that Saint Symeon shared is that impassibility only marks the beginning of a protracted period (the rest of one’s lifetime) of continued vigilance not to allow sinful thoughts and temptations to take over their spiritual life.

It cannot be overemphasized that Saint Symeon had a very traditional view of impassibility, derived, among others, from the writings of Saint Gregory of Nyssa (105):

“I say that impassibility does not consist only of abstaining from the practice of the passions, but in dissociating oneself from their desire; and not only that, but also in stripping our intellect of the thought of them, so that when we wish we ascend above the heavens, outside all things visible and sensible, as if our senses were closed and as if our intellect penetrated into the world above sensible things, raising the senses with it forcefully as an eagle its wings.”

Moreover, Saint Symeon always acknowledged that impassibility is given to us by God’s grace, e.g., he states (106) that his spiritual father did not become impassible through his own spiritual efforts, but that “God glorified him so that he became impassible and a saint, and received within himself the wholeness, so to speak, of the Paraclete. Then, just a father freely gives his son a share [of his estate] so he bestowed on me his unworthy servant, freely, without effort on my part, the Holy Spirit.” 

However, he also explained that our readiness for it is enhanced by complementing prayer with repentance (107):

“Then he rises to stand for prayer. His prayer may consist of two psalms, or ten, or a hundred; he may make as many reverences as you wish. But if he has done all these things and nothing more and then lies down to sleep, what has he profited by being thus occupied, and thus only, if his prayer and his reading do not bear fruit and blossom in his soul through the tears of penitence? This fruit consists of impassibility, humility attained together with gentleness, knowledge together with the wisdom of the Spirit.”

It cannot be overemphasized that, in contrast to the Messalians, Saint Symeon was adamant that we should never relax our watchfulness and become complacent, which would result in a dangerous combination of carelessness and pride (108): 

“By the grace of Christ I will instruct you. He who always keeps his own sins in mind and constantly looks forward to the coming judgment, and fervently repents and weeps, will overcome them all at the same time. As he is lifted up by repentance he ‘is more than a conqueror’ (109). Not a single passion of those that I have mentioned will be able to reach his soul and touch it in its flight.”

Yes, the impassible Christian always has the freedom to regress spiritually, but his or her main defense against the danger of relapsing into sin is humility and continuous, loving, prayerful repentance. This key spiritual discipline is completely missing from the Messalian writings, which project a sense of spiritual pride fostered by the sense of entitlement based on individual spiritual achievement.

IV. Other Scholars’ Work

Several Orthodox authors have examined Saint Symeon’s teachings as they relate to Messalianism from their perspective, including Bishop Hilarion Alfeyev (110) and Archbishop Basil Krivocheine (111). In those books, some relatively recent arguments by non-Orthodox writers are documented, debated and clearly defeated. Such detailed defense against this kind of anti-Orthodox polemic is beyond the scope of the present work, which is mostly historical, scholarly and hagiographical in nature.

V. Summary And Conclusions

As was shown in detail above, Saint Symeon’s teachings are solidly rooted in the Fathers of the Church, the Ecumenical Councils and Christian Scripture overall. In this vein, he repeatedly spoke of the Holy Trinity, two distinct but not separate natures of Jesus Christ, and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit (in fact, the Holy Trinity) within the human heart (i.e., spiritual center) that Christians may experience when suitably prepared. Again and again he taught about our divinization through Holy Grace (theosis) and the corresponding significance of personal commitment to living within a Christian framework, which includes right action, prayer, and sacramental life in the Church. He especially stressed the fundamental role of Baptism, Penance and Holy Eucharist, as well as the need for the clergy to be truly deserving of Holy Orders. 

Although certain non-Orthodox scholars thought that in some instances Saint Symeon came close to heresy, it is widely agreed among most experts that he was careful always to stay on the side of Orthodoxy. For example, he spoke a lot about continuous prayer, but, at the same time, he also stressed the importance of living within the Church and the significance of working to support oneself, monks and lay persons alike. In contrast, Messalians taught the primacy of prayer at the expense of work, and showed contempt for the Church. Based upon this type of distinction, Hesychasm (which draws a lot on continuous, but responsible, prayer within the Church) was able to gain strength and flourish in relative dogmatic safety a few years later. It is clear, however, that Saint Symeon never hesitated to go to the edge of what is proper Orthodox dogma and tradition and show the faithful the limits of our religious beliefs. Like a guardian soldier who patrols the borders to make sure his countrymen are safe from invasion, Saint Symeon helped define and secure that dividing line between Orthodoxy and heresy far more clearly that it would have been possible by restricting himself to “playing it safe.” 
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Notes

1. Reference 1

2. Reference 2

3. Reference 3

4. Per Reference 4 and elsewhere, these were written by Saint Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrrhus around 450; Severus, Patriarch of Antioch around 527 (original by Euprepios, bishop of Paltus around 400); Timothy, Patriarch of Constantinople around 600; and Saint John of Damascus sometime before 749 

5. Reference 4 and many similar works referenced therein; see also References 5, 9 and 10

6. Reference 4

7. e.g., Genesis 1:26 

8. Reference 2, pp228, Hymn 44 

9. Reference 2, pp 226, Hymn 44

10. Reference 3, pp 195-196, Discourse XV

11. 1 John 1:5 “This then is the message which we have heard of him, and declare unto you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.”

12. Jn 14:10 “Believest thou not that I am in the Father, and the Father in me? the words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works.”

13. Jn 1:18 “No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him”

14. Jn 3:3, 5 “Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God… Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.”

15. 1 John 4:12 “No man hath seen God at any time. If we love one another, God dwelleth in us, and his love is perfected in us.”

16. Reference 2, pp 188-189, Hymn 34

17. Reference 3, pp190, Discourse XIV

18. Ps 107:9 “For he satisfieth the longing soul, and filleth the hungry soul with goodness”

19. Reference 3, pp 303, Discourse XXVIII

20. Mal 4:2 “But unto you that fear my name shall the sun of righteousness arise with healing in his wings; and ye shall go forth, and grow up as calves of the stall.”

21. Jn 11:25 “Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live:”

22. Jn 14:6 “Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.”

23. 1Cor 1:30 “But of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption”

24. Reference 2, pp 189, Hymn 34

25. Reference 3, pp182, Discourse XIII

26. See Saint Symeon’s biographies, e.g., Refs 7, 8, 9, and 10

27. Reference 7

28. Reference 3, pp 351, Discourse XXXVI

29. 1Tim 4:14 “Neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given thee by prophecy, with the laying on of the hands of the presbytery”

30. Reference 3, pp 215, Discourse XVIII

31. Acts 8: 18-20 “And when Simon saw that through laying on of the apostles' hands the Holy Ghost was given, he offered them money, Saying, Give me also this power, that on whomsoever I lay hands, he may receive the Holy Ghost. But Peter said unto him, Thy money perish with thee, because thou hast thought that the gift of God may be purchased with money”

32. Reference 6, pp 44, Ethical Discourse 5, VII

33. Reference 2, pp 289-290, Hymn 58

34. Reference 3, pp 163, Discourse XXXIII

35. Mt 16:19 “And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

36. Mt 18:18 “Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

37. Lk 11:52 “Woe unto you, lawyers! for ye have taken away the key of knowledge: ye entered not in yourselves, and them that were entering in ye hindered.”

38. Lk 24:45 “Then opened he their understanding, that they might understand the scriptures”

39. Reference 3, pp301-302, Discourse XXVIII

40. Mt 16:19 “And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 

41. Mt 18:18 “Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

42. Mk 10:28 “Then Peter began to say unto him, Lo, we have left all, and have followed thee”

43. Mt 19:21 “Jesus said unto him, If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.”

44. Mk 10:21 “Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and said unto him, One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the cross, and follow me.”

45. Jn 1:13 “Which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”

46. Jn 20:22 “And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost: Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they are retained.”

47. Rom 15:16 “That I should be the minister of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles, ministering the gospel of God, that the offering up of the Gentiles might be acceptable, being sanctified by the Holy Ghost.”

48. Rom 6:16 “Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness?”

49. Rom 12:1 “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.”

50. 1Cor 6:19 “What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?”

51. Heb 9:24 “For Christ is not entered into the holy places made with hands, which are the figures of the true; but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us”

52. Mt 16:19 “And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 

53. Mt 18:18 “Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

54. Heb 5:4 “And no man taketh this honour unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was Aaron.”

55. Jn 10:7 “Then said Jesus unto them again, Verily, verily, I say unto you, I am the door of the sheep.”

56. Mt 6:33 “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.”

57. Reference 3, pp 206, Discourse XVII

58. Mt 25: 21 “His lord said unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.”

59. Mt 25:24 “Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord, I knew thee that thou art an hard man, reaping where thou hast not sown, and gathering where thou hast not strawed:”

60. Eph 4:10 “He that descended is the same also that ascended up far above all heavens, that he might fill all things.”

61. Reference 2, pp 88, Hymn 19

62. Reference 3, pp123-152, Discourse II

63. 1 Pet 5:4 “And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away.”
64. Gal 3:27 “For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ.”
65. Reference 3, pp 100, Discourse V

66. Reference 3, pp 101, discourse V

67. 2 Thess 2:9 “Even him, whose coming is after the working of Satan with all power and signs and lying wonders”
68. 1John 5:18 “And there are three that bear witness in earth, the spirit, and the water, and the blood: and these three agree in one.”
69. Reference 3, pp321, Discourse XXX 

70. Gen 1:27 “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.”
71. 1Cor 3:16 “Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?”
72. Reference 3, pp 336-337, Discourse XXXII
73. Jn 3:5 “Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.”
74. Reference 3, pp 342, Discourse XXXIII

75. Acts 1:5 “For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days hence.”
76. Rom 8:17 “And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together.”
77. Reference 3, pp 86, Discourse IV

78. Ps 42:10 “As with a sword in my bones, mine enemies reproach me; while they say daily unto me, Where is thy God?”
79. Daily communion, except on certain non-liturgical days, was apparently not uncommon in the monasteries at that time.
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81. Reference 3, pp 70, Discourse IV

82. 1Cor 11:31 “For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged.”
83. Reference 3, pp 69, Discourse III
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85. Mt 4:17 “From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
86. 2 Thess 3:10 “For even when we were with you, this we commanded you, that if any would not work, neither should eat.”
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91. Eph 4:13 “Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ:”

92. Mt 5:3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
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