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Preface

The translation is the work of Anna Zaranko, the Notes and Introduction that of the editor. However, we have read each other’s work and discussed both the text and the accompanying comments; the Introduction, in particular, owes much to Anna Zaranko. In compiling the Who’s Who I have made ready use of available help: the notes in the English translation of the Greek Philokalia, The Philokalia: The Complete Text …, translated by G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard and Kallistos Ware, 5 vols, one still to be published (London: Faber & Faber, 1979–95), as well as the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, ed. Alexander P. Kazhdan et al., 3 vols (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991) and Hans Georg Beck, Kirche und Theologische Literatur im Byzantinischen Reich (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1959); also invaluable has been the table comparing the contents of the different versions of the Philokalia in La Théologie byzantine et sa tradition, ed. Carmelo Giuseppe Conticello and Vassa Conticello, vol. 2 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), pp. 999–1021.

Andrew Louth

April 2017      




Note on the Translation

These tales belong to a world very different from that of any twenty-first-century reader. They are set in nineteenth-century rural Russia, far away from the urban society of Moscow and St Petersburg, with which we may, fondly, imagine we have some affinity. If the translation felt at home in the modern West, we may be sure that the pilgrim would have been betrayed. To preserve something of the atmosphere of the original, various Russian terms have been preserved.

Quotations from the Scriptures, probably remembered rather than copied, are often more reminiscent of the Church Slavonic version (then, and still, used in the services of the Russian Orthodox Church) than of the Synodal version (the New Testament was published in 1813, the Old Testament not until 1876), the language of which was anyway archaic. The English translation takes the language of older English translations (King James Version, Douai) and assimilates it to the Russian. The Slavonic version of the Old Testament followed the text of the Septuagint (LXX); occasionally this differs radically from the text one might find in an English Bible and on such (few) occasions the reference is marked: LXX. Also the numeration of the Psalms follows that of the LXX (followed by the Orthodox): for the most part, to find the Psalm in the Hebrew enumeration, add one.

In the Russian text,fn1 references are often (though erratically) given to quotations from the Fathers. They are almost all to the Slavonic or Russian versions of the Philokalia, which are difficult of access for most English readers. As there is little consistency, and as they are of doubtful practical use, these references have been deleted.

Transliteration from the Cyrillic alphabet (or indeed the Greek alphabet) always poses problems, amplified when many of the personal names are Greek ones, transposed into Russian/Slavonic. Any consistent system would render some names familiar to English readers in an unnecessarily baffling form. We have embraced inconsistency, in the hope of making things clearer to an English reader.

The world of the pilgrim was marked by the rituals and observances of Russian Orthodoxy, the terms of which may not be familiar to the modern English reader. These unfamiliar terms, as well as the words left in transliteration, are explained in the Glossary.




Introduction

In 1884 there appeared in Russia a volume called Candid Tales of a Wanderer to his Spiritual Father (Otkrovennye rasskazy strannika dukhovnomu svoemu ottsu); three editions of this had already appeared, but it was this volume that was to be reprinted and have such an impact, initially throughout Russia, and then, when translated, throughout the world. It was not until 1930 that an English version appeared, translated by R. M. French with a Foreword by Walter Frere, then Bishop of Truro, who spoke of the ‘variety and charm in the vivid pictures of Russian life which … suggest a comparison with the matchless folk tales by Leo Tolstoi’.1 This edition was frequently reprinted and brought The Way of a Pilgrim to a wide, international audience, and is probably the ‘small pea-green cloth-bound book’ that Franny had in her handbag, as related in J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey (1961). It contained four tales, as in the 1884 Russian edition. Shortly after translating it, French came across three further tales, published in Russia in 1911, which he translated as The Pilgrim Continues his Way.2

There was, naturally, much speculation about the identity of the pilgrim. Furthermore, in 1957 the Russian scholar Sergei Bolshakov found in the library at the Athonite Monastery of Panteleimon a manuscript of The Way of a Pilgrim considerably longer than the published version.3 A little later the Orthodox monk and scholar Fr Vasilii Grolimund discovered further texts, and also noticed that in the copy of the 1884 edition that once belonged to Fr Pavel Florensky, the great theologian of the first third of the twentieth century had noted that the author was one Mikhail Kozlov. All this, and more, was eventually drawn together by the Russian scholar Aleksei Pentkovsky, who published his findings in 1992.4 Pentkovsky tells a complicated story which can only be summarized here.

The stories about the pilgrim go back to the middle of the nineteenth century. At some point, they were redacted into the four tales that form the basis of the 1884 edition by Mikhail Kozlov. It is clear that the great spiritual father and prolific writer Bishop Theophan the Recluse, the translator of the Russian Philokalia, had a hand in the editing, introducing, in particular, the figure of the spiritual father, to whom the pilgrim recounts his tales. Kozlov himself was of Old Believer stock, but had returned to the official Russian Orthodox Church and was, at the time of his redaction, an archimandrite (a senior unmarried priest), engaged in trying to reconcile former fellow Old Believers to Russian Orthodoxy. These Old Believers (or better Old Ritualists, for it was not a matter of faith, but of ritual) were the successors of those who refused to accept the liturgical reforms introduced by Nikon, Patriarch of Moscow, in the seventeenth century; they went into schism and experienced persecution, which intensified under Tsar Peter the Great, for whom the Old Believers, with their attachment to ancient traditions, represented in the sharpest form opposition to his policies of Westernization and modernization. Marginalized, the Old Believers (called raskol´niki, schismatics, by the Orthodox) gathered together in a few remote places, such as Vyg in Karelia, or took to the roads as stranniki, pilgrims, wanderers. Such wandering pilgrims, not all Old Believers, will be familiar from nineteenth-century Russian writers, Tolstoy, for example, or especially Nikolai Leskov, who knew these Old Believer wanderers well (see, for example, his short story ‘The Sealed Angel’), as well as from Vasily Surikov’s startling painting Boyarina Morozova. The further three tales belong to the same tradition. They were put together by one Arsenii Troepol´skii, who also had a hand in the redaction of Kozlov’s four tales before they were edited by Theophan the Recluse. In the Fourth Tale the pilgrim returns to his earlier decision to become a proper pilgrim and go to Jerusalem, setting off on foot to Odessa. The Fifth Tale takes up the story with the pilgrim arriving at Odessa, failing to get on the boat to Jerusalem, and deciding to visit Kiev. Then, having done so, he decides to go to Pochaev, with its shrine to the Mother of God, where the usual discussions about prayer take place. There he meets someone who is destined to be his companion, a former professor, and they decide to go to the Anzersky Skete, part of the monastic complex of the Solovetsky Monastery on the White Sea in the far north of Russia. Before they set off they go to visit the pilgrim’s spiritual father, and there they engage in discussions, which are recorded in the Sixth and Seventh Tales. We leave the pilgrim with his companion, setting off for the far north of Russia and the Anzersky Skete. The distances the pilgrim travels are enormous: to begin with it is not clear where he is; the first place mentioned is Irkutsk, and from there he makes his way to Tobolsk – nearly 2,000 miles. He then travels to Odessa – 2,250 miles – from there he walks to Kiev – a mere 300 miles – and we leave him setting off for the White Sea, about 1,300 miles to the north.

Despite the complex evolution of these tales, which places them in the context of the uneasy relationships between Russian Orthodox and Old Believers in the nineteenth century, they have a compelling charm. Our pilgrim is an engaging person: direct, thoughtful, impatient of compromise, not easily put off by bland responses to his quest – an answer to his consuming question: what is meant by unceasing prayer, to ‘pray without ceasing’ as the Apostle Paul puts it (1 Thess. 5:17)? The answer that satisfies him is unceasing repetition of the Jesus Prayer, the prayer ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’ (to which is often added, though not often in these texts, ‘a sinner’). In his pursuit of understanding and practice of the Jesus Prayer, the pilgrim is directed towards a volume called the Philokalia, or in Russian (or Slavonic) the Dobrotoliubie.

The Philokalia almost becomes one of the characters in the book: it is the touchstone of the teaching about prayer of the heart, the goal of the pilgrim’s quest. The Greek Philokalia is a large folio volume, in two parts, usually bound together, of just over 1,200 pages, containing texts of Byzantine ascetic and mystical theology from the fourth or fifth century to the fifteenth. It was compiled by two monks of Mount Athos, St Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain and St Makarios, by this time Bishop of Corinth, and published in 1782 in Venice. While it was being compiled a monk from Ukraine, St Païssii Velichkovsky, who had spent some years in the sketes of Moldavia and Wallachia before arriving on Athos, was seeking out ascetic texts of the kind Nikodimos and Makarios were editing, with a view to translating them into Church Slavonic. In 1793 these texts were published, with the title Dobrotoliubie (a calque of the Greek Philokalia), as a tribute to the Greek version published a decade earlier. This is the volume, ‘all worn out and tatty’, that the pilgrim bought for two rubles (it is quite a substantial volume: something like A4 in format and several inches thick). It is not identical with the Greek Philokalia, nor should it be regarded as a selection from it; rather it is a collection of similar material. The Greek Philokalia is arranged chronologically (this, in itself, is odd, and manifests the influence on Nikodimos of Western scholarly conventions), leading up to texts connected with the ‘hesychast’ controversy of fourteenth-century Byzantium. This dispute concerned the claims of some Athonite monks (‘hesychasts’, from the Greek hesychia, meaning tranquillity) to attain a vision of the uncreated light of the Godhead, and thereby union with God, through their practice of the Jesus Prayer. These monks were attacked as hallucinatory, and defended by St Gregory Palamas, himself an Athonite monk, who later became Archbishop of Thessaloniki, and whose defence was upheld by synods convened in Constantinople between 1341 and 1351. Although the Greek Philokalia contains much more than teaching on the Jesus Prayer (the same is true of the Slavonic version), it can be regarded as an anthology (the meaning of the Greek philokalia) about the prayer of the heart, as exemplified in the Jesus Prayer. It can be claimed that The Way of a Pilgrim has caused the Jesus Prayer to evolve from a somewhat esoteric monastic devotion, popular among Orthodox hermits and solitaries, to a widespread practice in the modern world, not only among the Orthodox.

The version of The Way of a Pilgrim that has had this extraordinary influence is that edited by Theophan the Recluse, whose influence can also be felt in the three additional ‘tales’. It had already reached its fourth edition when Theophan had a hand in it, which suggests that it had become very popular (the fourth edition – Theophan’s – went through many reprints). The prominent role of the spiritual father is due to Theophan, reflecting the insistence of all those connected with the Philokalia (Nikodimos, Makarios and especially Païssii) that it can be hazardous to embark on the practice of the Jesus Prayer without the guidance of a spiritual father. Perhaps Theophan felt the need to rein in what might become a dangerous development. Theophan’s has reason to be regarded as the classic edition, which is why we have chosen to present it in English in a fresh translation.

The First Tale opens with the pilgrim hearing the verse ‘pray without ceasing’ read in church ‘in the twenty-fourth week after Pentecost’. There is a problem here, not noticed in any other translation: the Russian word nedelya, translated as ‘week’, is usually rendered as ‘Sunday’, which is perfectly possible, though not the normal meaning of the word. On no Sunday, however, could the pilgrim have heard 1 Thess. 5:17 read in church: it is, in fact, part of the Epistle (or ‘Apostle’, as the Orthodox call it) read on the Saturday of the thirty-seventh week after Pentecost. Why, then, the very precise ‘twenty-fourth week after Pentecost’? The only explanation I can come up with is this: the writer of the tale, wanting to start with the pilgrim hearing the verse read in church, looked up 1 Thess. 5:17 in a book of the Apostle (containing Acts and the Epistles) and found that in chapter 5 of 1 Thessalonians, the reading for the Friday of the twenty-fourth week after Pentecost begins at verse 9 and ends at verse 28. Not being himself a church reader, he did not notice that verses 14–23 are to be skipped, as they are appointed for the Saturday of the thirty-seventh week. No church reader would be likely to have made this mistake, but someone else, looking it up in the marked-up Apostle book, might well have done so. If I am right (and even if I am not), this suggests two points: first, and most important, that the pilgrim was a devout and earnest Christian, likely to attend church for the Divine Liturgy on a weekday, not a casual, and maybe infrequent, visitor, only in church on Sundays; secondly, the text is fictional, not the record of any actual experience.

The first point is borne out by the rest of the tales: the pilgrim is keen to attend church when he has the chance (his wandering life and frequenting of remote places, of course, often hinders this). The complaint is sometimes heard that the emphasis on the Jesus Prayer, found in The Way of a Pilgrim (and also in the Philokalia), is a distortion of true Orthodox practice, which is deeply sacramental. That is true, but the charge cannot be held against these tales: the sacramental life, participation in the ‘sacred mysteries of Christ’, as the pilgrim puts it, is clearly very important to him.

The second point needs also to be taken on board: we are not dealing with a direct record of experience, but a fiction, though doubtless based on experiences, maybe of several people, and certainly related in a vivid and compelling manner. This is not an unparalleled problem; the lives of the saints themselves are frequently embroidered by details that can hardly be regarded as historical. More recently there have been writings of striking spiritual value that are difficult to locate historically. An example would be the writings about Fr Arsenii, portrayed as a priest who spent many years in the Gulag, and on release ministered in a clandestine way to Christians in Rostov in the Soviet period.5 It has proved difficult to identify in any convincing way who Fr Arsenii was; nevertheless, the stories about him and his teaching convey genuine spiritual truths, often of great profundity. Another recent Russian book, translated into English as Everyday Saints, has raised similar doubts about historicity, and it has not passed without notice that the author’s job before he became a monk was as a cinematic screenwriter.6 Perhaps we need to make a distinction between different kinds of ‘non-historical’ narrative. To lump them all under ‘fiction’ runs the risk of forgetting that religious tales in the form of ‘fable’ and ‘parable’ have their own logic: the folktale character of The Way of a Pilgrim was instantly recognized. Such tales are bearers of knowledge or wisdom, rather than narratives of events; they have a unique form of language, just like works of art, which conveys wisdom about living in the world, rather than facts about the world.

Our own popular culture, in a high-speed age, continues to tell stories of people who go off into the wilds, specifically on foot, often covering incredible distances, in every area of the globe. We are fascinated today, but so too they were in the nineteenth century – when Tsar Alexander I himself was rumoured not to have died but to have disappeared to live incognito as a hermit in the depths of Russia! The gentle pilgrim is no fiery John the Baptist (another, grander, member of this tribe), but if you meet him once, you will not forget him. Indeed, on some level you know you will meet him again, and when that day comes you may just reach for your own walking stick, and …

NOTES

1. The Way of a Pilgrim, trans. by R. M. French with a Foreword by Walter Frere (London: Philip Allan, 1930), p. 5.

2. The Pilgrim Continues his Way (London: SPCK, 1943); the two volumes were published in a single volume in 1954. The first edition of Franny was published separately in the New Yorker in 1955; for this reason I suspect that the version referred to is some edition of the first version containing the first four tales, not the combined edition of 1954, published probably too soon to have attracted Salinger’s notice (both the 1930 edition and the 1954 edition could be described as ‘small pea-green clothbound books’).

3. Sergius Bolshakoff, Russian Mystics (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1977), pp. 228–37.

4. Aleksei Pentkovsky, Simvol, 27 (Paris, 1992), pp. 7–74, 79–135. The Pilgrim’s Tale, ed. and with an Introduction by Aleksei Pentkovsky, trans. by T. Allan Smith (Classics of Western Spirituality) (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1999) contains an English version; the Introduction, pp. 1–46, tells in full the complicated account of the background to the versions of The Way of a Pilgrim. My own account is indebted to Pentkovsky’s Introduction.

5. Trans. into English by Vera Bouteneff as Father Arsenii 1893–1973: Priest, Prisoner, Spiritual Father and Father Arsenii: A Cloud of Witnesses (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1998, 2001).

6. Archimandrite Tikhon (Shevkunov), Everyday Saints and Other Stories, trans. Julian Henry Lowenfeld (Dallas, TX: Pokrov Publications, 2012).
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FIRST TALE






By the mercy of God I am a Christian, by my deeds a great sinner, by calling a homeless wanderer of the lowliest origins, roaming from place to place. Here, see my belongings: a bag of dry crusts on my back and the Holy Bible in my breast pocket; that’s it. In the twenty-fourth week after Pentecost, I came to church to pray at the Liturgy; they were reading from the Epistle to the Thessalonians, where it says: pray without ceasing.fn1 This saying struck me, and I began to wonder: how is it possible to pray without ceasing when everyone must attend to endless matters simply to make a living? I checked in the Bible and read with my own eyes what I had heard – that you must pray without ceasing (1 Thess. 5:17), pray at all times in the Spirit (Eph. 6:18), pray with uplifted hands in all places (1 Tim. 2:8). I thought and thought, but I could make nothing of it.

What shall I do? I wondered. Where can I find someone to explain this to me? I’ll go round all the churches famous for good preachers, and perhaps I’ll hear something that will make sense to me. And off I went. I heard many very good sermons on prayer, but all of them gave directions on prayer in general: what prayer is; the necessity of prayer; what the fruits of prayer are; but how to achieve such prayer? No one talked about that. There was one sermon about prayer in the spirit and unceasing prayer, but nothing on how to attain it. All these sermons brought me no closer, then, to what I wanted. And so, having listened at length and gained no understanding of how to pray without ceasing, I gave up attending public sermons, and determined with God’s help to find someone wise and experienced who could explain unceasing prayer to me and satisfy my persistent desire for this knowledge.

I wandered a long time through many places, reading the Bible all the while. I made enquiries constantly: was there a spiritual teacher or devout experienced guide nearby? Eventually, I heard that in a certain village there lived a gentleman who had long been working out his salvation: he had a chapel in his house, they said, and he never left it, but spent his days praying to God and reading spiritual books. When I heard this, never mind walking, I broke into a run; I reached the village and found the landowner.

‘What can I do for you?’ he asked me.

‘I hear you are a devout and clever man; and so I’ve come to ask you, in the name of God, to explain to me the meaning of the Apostle’s words: pray without ceasing, and just how it is possible for a person to pray without ceasing? I long to know, but I simply cannot understand it.’

The gentleman was silent; he looked at me intently, and then he said: ‘Unceasing inner prayer is the constant yearning of the human soul for God. To succeed in this sweet practice, you have to beg the Lord more frequently that He teach you to pray without ceasing. Pray more often, pray more diligently, and prayer itself will reveal to you how it can become constant; this will come, but in its own good time.’

He then gave orders that I should be fed, let me have something for the journey, and sent me on my way. But he had not explained.

I set off again; I thought and thought; I read and read; I pondered and pondered all the gentleman had said, and still I could not understand; and I wanted so very much to comprehend, that even my nights were sleepless. I must have covered 200 versts when I came to a large provincial town where I noticed a monastery. I stopped at the inn and happened to hear that the superior of this monastery was good, devout and kind. I went to see him. He received me warmly, sat me down and offered me refreshment.

‘Holy Father!’ I said, ‘I don’t need refreshment, what I want is spiritual guidance: how can I save my soul?’

‘How can you save your soul? Well now, keep the commandments, and pray to God, and you will be saved!’

‘But I hear that we must pray without ceasing, and I don’t know how to pray without ceasing, and I cannot even understand what unceasing prayer might be. I beg you, Father, explain this to me.’

‘I don’t know, dear brother, how to make this any clearer. Ah! Wait! I have a little book which explains it,’ and he fetched St Dimitrii’s The Spiritual Education of the Interior Man. ‘Here, read this page.’

I began to read the following: ‘These words of the Apostle: pray without ceasing, should be understood as referring to the creative prayer of the mind: for the mind can be constantly fixed on God in unceasing prayer.’

‘Explain this to me: how can the mind be always fastened on God, never distracted and never ceasing to pray?’

‘It is extremely difficult, unless God Himself grants it,’ replied the abbot. And he did not explain.

I spent the night there and the following morning I thanked him for his kind hospitality and went on my way once more, though not really knowing where I was going. I grieved over my lack of understanding, and to comfort myself I read the Holy Bible. I walked like this for five days or more along the main road; finally, one day, as evening approached, an old man caught up with me; he had a kind of clerical look about him.

In answer to my question, he said he was a schema-monk from a monastery about ten versts away, off the main road, and invited me to join him. ‘We welcome travellers,’ he said, ‘and offer them a place to rest and food together with other pilgrims in the guesthouse.’

I felt somehow reluctant to accept his invitation and replied: ‘My peace of mind depends not on shelter, but on spiritual direction; I’m not in search of food, I have plenty of dried crusts in my knapsack.’

‘Well, what sort of instruction are you seeking and what are the things that puzzle you? Come along with me, dear brother, come: we have experienced startsy who can give you spiritual sustenance and set you on the true path, in the light of God’s Word and the teachings of the holy Fathers.’

‘Well, it’s like this, batiushka: about a year ago, at the Liturgy, I heard these words of the Apostle: pray without ceasing. I could not grasp the meaning and so I began to read the Bible. And there, too, in many places, I came upon God’s command that we should pray without ceasing, always, at all times, in all places, not only throughout all our activities, not only in our waking hours, but even in our sleep. I sleep, and my heart watches (Song 5:2). It astonished me and I couldn’t understand how this could be possible at all or in what way it could be achieved. A strong desire and curiosity took hold of me and wouldn’t leave me, day or night. And so I began to go from church to church, listening to sermons on prayer; but no matter how many sermons I heard, not a single one explained how to pray without ceasing; it was all talk about preparation for prayer or the fruits of prayer and so on, but nothing taught me how to pray without ceasing or what such prayer might be like. I kept reading the Bible, checking what I had heard; but for all this, I did not find the knowledge I long for. And to this day I am troubled and bothered.’

The old man crossed himself and began to speak: ‘Thank God, beloved brother, for this irresistible desire to understand unceasing inner prayer that He himself has revealed in you. Recognize it as the call of God and be at peace in the knowledge that everything until now has been a test of the assent of your will to the voice of God to help you understand that the divine light of unceasing inner prayer is not reached by the wisdom of this world or through superficial curiosity. On the contrary, it is found in the simplicity of the heart through poverty of spirit and practical experience. It is not at all surprising, then, that you heard nothing about the essence of prayer or learnt how to practise it without ceasing. To tell the truth, though not a little has been preached on prayer, and much has been written about it by many writers, all their debates are based largely on speculation and natural reason and not on practical experience, and so they teach more about the elements of prayer than about its essence. One writer reflects beautifully on the necessity of prayer; another on its power and the benefits it brings; a third on the indispensable means to attain perfect prayer: diligence, attentiveness, warmth of heart, purity of thought, reconciliation with one’s enemies, humility, contrition, and so on. But what is prayer? And how can you learn to pray? It is hard to find a reliable answer to these most fundamental and essential questions among the preachers of our times; for such questions are harder to grasp than all these debates of theirs and require a mystical knowledge that goes beyond scholarly learning. And, even more regrettably, we find ourselves compelled by vain and natural worldly wisdom to judge what is divine according to human standards. Many approach prayer with misunderstanding and think that preparatory exercises and spiritual struggle will yield prayer, and do not see that prayer itself is the source of spiritual struggle and all other virtues. And so they mistakenly see the fruits or results of prayer as its means and methods and end up denigrating the power of prayer. This completely contradicts the Scriptures, where the Apostle Paul exhorts us thus in the matter of prayer: I implore you before all things [before anything] to offer prayer (1 Tim. 2:1). Here in the Apostle’s first direction on prayer we see that he places it above all other activities: I implore you before all things to offer prayer. Many good works are required of a Christian, but the work of prayer should come before all others, for without it no other good act can be accomplished.

‘Without prayer, you cannot find the path to the Lord, comprehend the truth, crucify the passions and desires of the flesh; the heart cannot be filled with the light of Christ, and you cannot be united with Him and saved without preliminary frequent prayer. I say frequent, because pure and perfect prayer is beyond our capabilities, as the Apostle Paul tells us: For we know not what we should pray for as we ought (Rom. 8:26). Thus, frequency and constancy are the only means within our power to attain pure prayer – the mother of all spiritual blessings. “Win the mother and she will bear you children,” says St Isaac the Syrian; first acquire prayer and then you will easily do good. But those unfamiliar with practical prayer and the mystical teachings of the holy Fathers have no clear knowledge and little to say about it.’

Deep in conversation, we suddenly found ourselves almost at the monastery itself. Anxious not to lose this wise starets and keen to obtain what I desired, I hurriedly asked him: ‘Would you be so kind, honoured batiushka, as to explain to me what unceasing inner prayer means, and how I can learn it? I can see that you know all about this and have experience of it.’

The starets lovingly accepted my request and invited me inside: ‘Come with me now and I will give you a book of the writings of the holy Fathers from which, with God’s help, you can learn to understand all about prayer, clearly and in detail.’ We entered his cell, and the starets said: ‘The unceasing inner prayer of Jesus is an uninterrupted, never-ending calling on the divine name of Jesus Christ with the lips, mind and heart, in the awareness of His constant presence, while asking for His blessing on all your undertakings, in all places, at all times, even while asleep. The words of the prayer are: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me!” Anyone who makes a habit of this appeal will experience great consolation and a need to repeat it always to the point when he cannot live without it and the prayer will, of its own accord, flow in him.

‘Now do you understand what unceasing prayer is?’

‘It is very clear to me now, Father!’ I exclaimed joyfully. ‘For the love of God, teach me how to acquire it!’

‘We shall read about the prayer in this book called the Philokalia. It contains full and detailed teaching on unceasing inner prayer, compiled by twenty-five holy Fathers. It is so sublime a work and so useful that it is revered as the chief and primary guide to the contemplative spiritual life, and, as St Nikiphoros says, “without struggle and sweat it leads us to salvation”.’

‘Is it more sublime and holy than the Bible then?’ I asked.

‘No, it isn’t holier than the Bible or more sublime, but it contains clear explanations of things which in the Bible are expressed mysteriously and which are beyond the grasp of our short-sighted minds. I’ll give you an example: the sun is the greatest, most magnificent and brilliant light, but it cannot be contemplated or examined directly with the naked eye. You need an artificial glass, a million times smaller and duller than the sun, through which to gaze on this magnificent tsar of the heavenly bodies, so that you can endure its fiery rays and admire them. The Holy Scriptures are like the shining sun and the Philokalia is the necessary glass. Now listen – I am going to read to you about how to learn unceasing inner prayer.’ The starets opened the Philokalia, found a passage from St Symeon the New Theologian and began: ‘Sit in silence and alone; bow your head and close your eyes; breathe softly and with your imagination look into your heart. Direct your mind, that is all your thoughts, from your head down into your heart. As you breathe, say: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me”, either quietly with your lips, or with your mind alone. Try to chase away distractions, stay peaceful and patient, and repeat this exercise very often.’

Then the starets explained all this to me, showed me examples, and together we went on to read from St Gregory of Sinai and from the monastic saints Kallistos and Ignatios. The starets gave further explanations in his own words of all that we were reading in the Philokalia. I listened attentively and with delight to everything, tried to take it in and remember it in as much detail as I could. We spent the whole night like this and went to matins not having slept at all.

When it was time to go, the starets gave me his blessing and said that while I was learning the prayer I should come to see him for confession with complete honesty and simplicity of heart, for embarking on the inner spiritual life without guidance was dangerous and unprofitable.

Standing in church, I felt a burning desire to learn inner unceasing prayer as diligently as I could and I asked God to help me in this. Then I began to wonder how I could manage to see the starets every day for advice and confession? It was not permitted to stay longer than three days in the guesthouse, and there were no lodgings to be had near the monastery. At last, I heard that there was a village some four versts away. I went to look for a place to stay and was overjoyed to find that God had granted me good fortune: I found employment for the whole summer with a peasant who took me on to guard his vegetable garden, where I was to live alone in a hut. Glory to God! I had found a peaceful spot. And so I lived there, studied inner prayer in the way that I’d been taught, and visited the starets from time to time.

For a week, alone in the garden, I diligently set about studying unceasing prayer, exactly as the starets had explained it to me. At first, everything went along smoothly. Then I felt a great burden, laziness, listlessness, and an overwhelming drowsiness; my mind became clouded with all kinds of thoughts. In distress, I went to the starets and explained my state to him.

He welcomed me kindly and said: ‘Beloved brother, the kingdom of darkness is waging war against you. Nothing is more terrifying to this darkness than the sight of our sincere prayer, and so it strives in every way possible to thwart you and to distract you from learning to pray. Besides, even an enemy can function only because the will of God permits and tolerates it, so long as that is what we need. Your humility clearly still needs to be tested; and so it is still too soon for you to enter deeply into the heart with unrestrained enthusiasm, or you might succumb to spiritual avarice.

‘Here, let me read to you about this from the Philokalia.’ The starets found a passage from the teaching of Blessed Nikiphoros the Monk and began to read: ‘ “If, in spite of all your efforts, you do not succeed in entering into the realms of the heart in the way it has been explained to you, do what I tell you now, and with
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