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ORIENTATION

Before You Begin

This study assumes you are not looking to be talked out of what you feel. It assumes you want to know

what is actually happening to you, and what to do about it.

There is a way of handling despondency that consists mostly of reassurance — verses about how God is near,

arranged so that the reader feels better for about an hour. That approach fails for a simple reason: it treats the

feeling as the problem. The Fathers did not. They treated despondency as a condition with a structure, one that

can be diagnosed, named, resisted with specific weapons, and outlasted. They wrote about it the way a

physician writes about a disease — with precision, without sentiment, and with the assumption that the

patient is capable of fighting.

So this study is built as a campaign rather than a comfort. Each of the seven studies makes one argument,

grounds it in Scripture, tests it against the Fathers, and ends with questions meant to be difficult and a

practice meant to be done. You will notice that the emotional relief, where it comes, arrives sideways — as a

by-product of understanding, not as the goal.

Three things are being confused, and they need separating
Most people describing this experience are actually describing three different things at once. The Fathers had

separate words for them, and separate remedies. The first study does nothing but pull them apart, because

almost everything else depends on that separation.

� ἀκηδία (akēdia) — despondency: the collapse of desire for the good. Not sadness. Listlessness, heaviness,

the sense that nothing is worth doing, especially prayer.
� μέριμνα (merimna) — anxious care: the mind scattered forward into a future it cannot control.
� ἐγκατάλειψις (enkataleipsis) — the withdrawal of felt grace: God-forsakenness. Not the absence of God.

The absence of the sensation of God.

The third is the one that frightens people most, and it is the one the Fathers treat with the least alarm. You

will see why in Studies Two and Three.
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How to use this
� Take one study per week if you can. The questions need days, not minutes.
� Keep a notebook. Several practices depend on writing things down and looking at them later.
� Read the Scripture passages in full, in your own Bible, before reading the commentary here. You already

know these stories; the aim is to make them strange again.
� Do the practices even when — especially when — you do not want to. That is not a motivational flourish.

It is the entire method.

A word on your state. As a catechumen you are in a particular position: fully claimed by Christ, prayed over

by the Church at every Liturgy, and not yet illumined in the waters. Some of the weapons in Study Six —

sacramental confession, the Eucharist — are not yet yours to take up. Others are, entirely. Where a practice

depends on your baptismal state, it is marked. Speak with your priest about what belongs to you now. Do not

assume the answer is nothing; it very rarely is.

A word on your body. Despondency that has lasted months, that came without an obvious cause, or that

arrives with disturbed sleep, appetite, or concentration, may have a physical dimension. Study Five treats this

at length. For now: seeing a physician or counselor is not a spiritual failure, and nothing in Orthodox tradition

suggests otherwise. If your suffering ever moves from heaviness toward thoughts of harming yourself, that is

the point at which you tell your priest and a doctor immediately — not later, and not only in prayer.
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STUDY ONE

Naming the Enemy

You cannot fight what you have not named. The Fathers were clinicians of the soul, and their first act

was always diagnosis.

Begin with a translation problem, because the entire patristic doctrine of despondency hangs on it.

Psalm 90:5–6 (LXX) · [91:5–6]

You shall not be afraid of the terror by night, nor of the arrow that flies by day, nor of the thing that walks

in darkness, nor of mishap and the demon of noonday.

The Masoretic text reads, at the end, destruction that lays waste at noonday. The Septuagint reads δαιμονίου
μεσημβρινοῦ — the noonday demon. Every Greek Father read the second. An entire diagnostic tradition grew out

of that one word, and it is invisible in most English Bibles, which follow the Hebrew here.

The noonday demon is not the enemy of the night. It is the enemy of the middle of the day — of the long, flat,

unremarkable stretch when nothing is happening and nothing seems worth doing. The desert fathers named

it ἀκηδία, from αἰ-κῆδος: not-caring. It is not grief. Grief has an object. Akēdia has none; it is the evaporation of

caring itself.

Evagrius describes the noonday demon as the heaviest of them all: it makes the sun appear to stand still, the

day appear endless, the place where you are appear intolerable, and every other place appear better. It

attacks in the flat middle hours and it works by making the present intolerable and elsewhere attractive.

— Summary of Evagrius of Pontus, Praktikos 12, as transmitted by St. John Cassian

Evagrius must be read with care — certain Origenist propositions associated with his name were condemned at the

Fifth Ecumenical Council (553). His ascetic diagnostics, however, entered the Church's bloodstream through Cassian

and the Philokalia, and are received.

Notice the mechanism, because it is diagnostic. Akēdia rarely tells you to sin. It tells you to relocate. It suggests

a different parish, a different rule, a different vocation, a different city, a different season of life in which

prayer would come more easily. Its signature is not despair but restlessness aimed at somewhere else. St. John

Cassian devoted an entire book of his Institutes to it and prescribed, as the first remedy, manual labor — not
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because work is holy in itself, but because akēdia is defeated by staying put and doing the next ordinary thing.

Despondency is a paralysis of the soul and a slackness of the mind. It makes the healthy body seem sick and

the short prayer seem interminable; it praises hospitality and every other work, so long as that work is not the

one in front of you.

— Summary of St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 13

The second enemy: λύπη and ἀθυμία
Distinct from akēdia is λύπη (lypē), sorrow — and its sharper form ἀθυμία (athymia), dejection, literally loss of

spirit. Sorrow does have an object: a loss, a failure, a wound. It becomes a passion only when it turns inward

and begins feeding on itself, at which point it stops being about the loss and becomes about the self.

St. John Chrysostom wrote seventeen letters on precisely this to the deaconess Olympias, who had fallen into

prolonged despondency while he was in exile and she was under persecution. He is not gentle in his diagnosis.

He calls despondency a torturer, and treats it as more dangerous than the persecution itself — because

persecution can only take things from you, while despondency can take you from yourself.

There is one thing only that is truly fearful, and that is not exile, or loss, or persecution, but sin. Everything

else is a shadow.

— Short paraphrase of the argument running through St. John Chrysostom, Letters to Olympias

The third enemy: μέριμνα
Anxiety in the New Testament is μέριμνα — from a root meaning to divide, to pull apart. That is exactly right.

Anxiety is not fear; fear has an object present. Anxiety is the mind divided from itself and dispersed into a

future that does not exist yet.

Matthew 6:34

Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about its own things. Sufficient for the

day is its own trouble.

The command is not do not feel afraid. It is a command about where the mind is standing. Christ is not forbidding

an emotion; He is forbidding a place of residence.
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This distinction will do a great deal of work in Study Four. For now, hold it: Scripture never commands you

not to feel dread. It commands you not to live in tomorrow. Those are entirely different demands, and

confusing them has crushed a great many sincere Christians who concluded that their anxiety was itself a sin.

FOR REFLECTION

1 Of the three — akēdia, sorrow, anxiety — which is actually the dominant one in you right now? Not

which sounds worst. Which one, if it lifted tomorrow, would change the most?

2 Akēdia's signature is the suggestion that elsewhere would be better. What is your elsewhere? A

different church, a different stage of the catechumenate, a different version of your life? Name it

exactly.

3 When you say you are not hearing from God, are you describing an absence of guidance, an absence

of feeling, or an absence of reassurance? These are three different complaints. Which is yours?

4 Chrysostom argues that despondency is more dangerous than persecution because of what it does to

the self rather than to the circumstances. Do you think that is true, or is it rhetoric from a man who

had not experienced what you have?

5 What, specifically, has despondency stopped you from doing? Make the list concrete — not I've lost

my joy, but I have not opened my prayer book in nineteen days.

THIS WEEK

� Keep a single page in a notebook. Each evening write one line: which of the three was dominant

today, and at what hour it was worst.
� Do not analyze it yet. Only record. At the end of seven days, read the page as if it belonged to someone

else, and see what pattern is there.
� Note especially the time of day. The Fathers found the hour to be diagnostic. You may find yours is not

noon.
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STUDY TWO

The Silence Is Not Absence

The criterion of grace is not sensation. This single claim, if you can receive it, dismantles most of what is

tormenting you.

Somewhere you have absorbed the assumption that God's presence is verified by an inner experience of Him

— a felt warmth, an impression, a sense of being spoken to. When the experience stops, the natural

conclusion is that either God has withdrawn or something is wrong with you. Both conclusions are, in

Orthodox terms, category errors. And they are among the most common wounds carried by converts from

traditions where felt experience served as the primary evidence of the Spirit's work.

The Palamite ground
St. Gregory Palamas defended a distinction that decides this question: between God's essence (οὐσία) and His

uncreated energies (ἐνέργειαι). We never participate in the essence. We really and truly participate in the

energies — and that participation is ontological, not emotional. It is a state of your being, not a state of your

nervous system.

Which means: whether grace is operating in you is not a question your feelings are competent to answer. They

were never given that job. Asking your emotions whether God is present is like asking your eyes to report the

temperature. The instrument is real; it is simply not measuring that.

St. Mark the Ascetic teaches that the grace given in baptism is bestowed whole and complete, but lies hidden

in the depths of the heart. It is not increased by feeling. It is progressively uncovered as the commandments

are kept — so that the sense of grace follows obedience rather than preceding it.

— Summary of St. Mark the Ascetic, On Baptism and On Those Who Think They Are Made Righteous by Works

For you this is prospective rather than past: at your baptism this grace will be given entire, whether or not you feel

anything at the font. Many saints record feeling nothing. What is happening at the font is not measured by what is

happening in you at the font.
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Scripture authorizes an unresolved lament
You have likely been handed Psalm 41 [42] many times — the soul questioned and commanded, hope in God,

for I will yet praise Him. Notice what is actually happening there grammatically: the psalmist is not being

comforted by God. He is speaking to his own soul, in the imperative. The νοῦς is giving orders to the passions.

That is a technique, not a consolation, and Study Six will return to it.

But hold that psalm next to another one, which is almost never read aloud:

Psalm 87:14–19 (LXX) · [88:13–18]

But I cried to You, O Lord, and in the morning my prayer shall come before You. Why, O Lord, do You

cast off my soul and turn Your face from me? … Lover and friend You have put far from me, and my

acquaintances because of my misery.

This psalm does not resolve. There is no turn to praise, no closing confidence. It ends in the dark. And God placed

it in His own book, and the Church appoints it to be prayed at the Sixth Hour — at noon — and again in the office

before Communion.

Read that last sentence again. The Church did not lose this psalm or quietly retire it. She built it into the hours

and into the preparation for the Eucharist. Whatever else is true, this is: a Christian is permitted to end the

day without a resolution, and to say so in the words God Himself provided, and this is not a failure of faith. It

is prayer.

Where God actually speaks
If God's voice is not primarily an inner impression, where is it? Orthodoxy answers with an unglamorous list,

and the unglamorousness is the point:

� Scripture, read in the Church's own reading — which is why the lectionary matters more than the

passage you happen to open to.
� The Liturgy and the hymnography, which is theology sung at you whether or not you feel like receiving

it.
� The Mysteries, which operate by God's action and not by your receptivity.
� The commandments, which are the most concrete thing God has ever said to anyone, and which are

always available to be obeyed.
� Conscience, tested and corrected — not the same as intuition.
� Your priest or spiritual father, whose ordinariness is a feature rather than a defect.
� Providence, legible mostly in retrospect.

Every one of these is currently speaking to you. None of them has gone silent. What has gone silent is a

channel that was never the primary one, and the grief you feel at its silence is real — but it is grief at losing a
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supplement, not a necessity.

A warning the Fathers give constantly. The demand for felt spiritual experience is the standard doorway

into πλάνη (planē, spiritual delusion). A soul that requires sensations will eventually manufacture or be

supplied with them. This is why elders are so consistently cold toward requests for experience, and so warm

toward requests for repentance. The dryness you resent may be a mercy: you are being taught to walk without

a crutch you would have come to trust more than Christ.

FOR REFLECTION

1 Answer honestly: if you knew with certainty that you would never again feel God's presence in this

life, but that He was fully present and your salvation secure — would you keep the rule? What does

your answer reveal about what you have actually been seeking?

2 Name the specific sensation you are missing. Warmth? Certainty? A sense of being noticed? The

specificity matters, because it usually turns out you are missing something more particular and more

human than God.

3 Psalm 87 [88] ends without resolution. Does that comfort you or disturb you? Sit with whichever it

is.

4 Of the seven places listed above where God speaks — which are you actually availing yourself of, and

which have you neglected while waiting for the eighth?

5 St. Mark says grace is uncovered by keeping the commandments, not by feeling. Choose one

commandment you have been neglecting. What would it cost you to keep it this week without any

expectation of feeling better for it?

THIS WEEK

� Pray Psalm 87 [88] once, aloud, at midday, without adding anything to soften the ending. Let it end

where it ends.
� Then pray Psalm 41 [42] and notice the shift into the imperative — the soul being commanded. Say

those imperatives to yourself as commands, not wishes.
� Once this week, keep your full rule on a day when you feel nothing whatsoever, and afterward write

one sentence about what that was like.
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STUDY THREE

God Withdraws in Order to Teach

The withdrawal of consolation is, in the overwhelming majority of cases, pedagogical rather than

punitive. It is a method, and it has a curriculum.

This is where the Orthodox tradition parts company most sharply with the instinct that says: if I felt God and

now I do not, I must have done something. That instinct is not entirely wrong — sin does obscure grace — but

it is a small part of a much larger picture, and mistaking it for the whole picture produces a very specific

torment: the endless, fruitless audit of one's own soul for the offense that caused the silence.

The catechumen's charter text

Sirach 2:1–6

My son, if you come forward to serve the Lord, prepare your soul for temptation. Set your heart right and

be steadfast, and do not be hasty in time of calamity. Cleave to Him and do not depart, that you may be

increased at your latter end. Accept whatever is brought upon you, and in changes that humble you be

patient. For gold is tested in the fire, and acceptable men in the furnace of humiliation.

This is the first thing said to anyone who steps forward to serve God, and it is said immediately, in the second

chapter of the book. Not you will feel His presence. Not the peace will settle over you. Prepare your soul for temptation. If

you had been told this at the beginning of your catechumenate, the last months would have looked less like a

malfunction and more like the syllabus.

The furnace image is not incidental. It recurs in Wisdom 3:5–6 — the righteous tried as gold in the furnace —

and it carries a precise meaning. Fire does not add anything to gold. It removes what is not gold. The

experience of being reduced is, in this image, identical with the experience of being purified. There is no

version of the process that feels like addition.
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St. Maximus on the modes of abandonment
St. Maximus the Confessor offers what is arguably the most useful diagnostic tool in the tradition for exactly

your situation. He distinguishes several distinct modes of God-forsakenness, which look identical from inside

and are utterly different in meaning:

THE MODES OF ������������

Mode Purpose Pattern

By dispensation For the salvation of others; the withdrawal is
not about the one who suffers it at all

Christ on the Cross — Psalm 21 [22]:2

For testing To reveal and establish a virtue that already
exists but has never been proven

Job; Joseph in Egypt

For spiritual
education

To teach humility, and to prevent a real grace
from becoming a possession

St. Paul and the thorn — 2 Cor. 12:7–10

By way of rejection The consequence of settled, unrepented
refusal — and the only punitive mode

The hardened and impenitent

Summary of the schema in St. Maximus the Confessor, transmitted in the Philokalia. Given here as a paraphrase of his teaching
rather than as a verbatim quotation.

Sit with the arithmetic of that table. Three of the four modes are signs of God actively at work. Only the fourth

is the thing you fear it is, and the fourth has a distinguishing mark that is not subtle: it belongs to a soul that

has stopped wanting God and no longer minds. The fact that His silence is agony to you is itself the clearest

possible evidence that you are not in the fourth category. Despair over God's absence is a form of love for God.

The rejected do not grieve.

The alternation is the normal shape of the life

St. Isaac the Syrian teaches that consolation and desolation alternate by design, like the tides; that every

genuine gift of grace is preceded by a trial that prepares the soul to hold it; and that the soul which has never

lost consolation has never learned to love God rather than His gifts.

— Summary of St. Isaac the Syrian, Ascetical Homilies
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The Macarian Homilies compare grace to the sea beneath a ship: at times the wind fills the sail and the vessel

runs; at times it falls away entirely and the crew must row. The withdrawal is not abandonment but training

— a soul that has only ever sailed has never learned to row.

— Summary of the Fifty Spiritual Homilies attributed to St. Macarius the Great

The Bridegroom who withdraws
You know the Song of Songs. You may not know how the Fathers read chapters 3 and 5, and it is directly to

your point.

Song of Songs 5:6

I opened for my beloved, but my beloved had turned away and was gone. My soul went out to his word; I

sought him but did not find him; I called him, but he did not answer me.

Origen, and after him St. Gregory of Nyssa, read the Bridegroom's withdrawal as deliberate and loving: He steps

back precisely at the moment the bride has become comfortable, in order to enlarge her desire. Union with an

infinite God cannot be a matter of arriving. It can only be a matter of increasing capacity — and capacity is

enlarged by longing, which requires distance.

The darkness is a higher stage, not a lower one
St. Gregory of Nyssa's Life of Moses traces the ascent to God in three movements, following Moses himself: first

light (the burning bush), then cloud, then thick darkness (γνόφος) — into which Moses enters, and where

God actually is. The darkness is not a regression to the state before the bush. It is the third and highest stage.

Gregory argues that the true knowledge of God consists in not seeing — because whatever the mind can grasp

and hold is by definition not God. The soul therefore never arrives; it stretches forward endlessly (ἐπέκτασις),

and this perpetual stretching is not the frustration of union but its very form.

— Summary of St. Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, Book II

Take that seriously and it reorders everything. The felt loss of God that follows a period of felt nearness may

not be a fall from the bush back into Egypt. It may be the entry into the cloud. The Fathers would not tell you

to assume that flatteringly of yourself — but they would absolutely forbid you to assume the opposite.
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FOR REFLECTION

1 Apply Maximus's table to yourself with real honesty. Which mode fits the evidence? What would

have to be true for it to be the fourth — and is it true?

2 Sirach says prepare your soul for temptation at the moment of coming forward to serve God. What were

you actually told, or what did you assume, about how the catechumenate would feel? Where did that

expectation come from?

3 Gold in the furnace loses only what was never gold. What has this season removed from you? Be

specific, and then ask the harder question: was any of it worth keeping?

4 Gregory of Nyssa says the soul never arrives, and that this is the structure of union rather than a

defect in it. Does that read to you as beautiful or as unbearable? Your reaction is diagnostic — it will

tell you whether you are seeking God or seeking rest.

5 If you knew this silence would last another five years and then break, would you endure it? If yes,

then the length is not actually the problem — the uncertainty is. Sit with that distinction.

THIS WEEK

� Write out Sirach 2:1–6 by hand and put it where you pray. Not as decoration — as the terms of an

agreement you have already entered.
� Read the Song of Songs 3:1–4 and 5:2–8 in one sitting with the patristic reading in mind. Notice that

the bride's response to absence is to get up and go out into the city.
� Stop the audit. When you catch yourself searching your past for the sin that caused the silence, name

the search out loud as akēdia's tactic and return to the next ordinary duty.
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STUDY FOUR

Christ in the Dark

This territory is not outside of Christ. He entered it deliberately, and He did not experience it at a

comfortable distance. And — this is the study's second and more liberating claim — the sensation of

dread is not itself a sin.

The cry

Psalm 21:2 (LXX) · [22:1]

O God, my God, attend to me. Why have You forsaken me? The words of my transgressions are far from

my salvation.

Christ prays this psalm from the Cross (Matt. 27:46). He does not paraphrase it or allude to it — He recites it. The

vocabulary of God-forsakenness is therefore not merely permitted to the Christian; it is language the incarnate

God chose for Himself at the decisive hour.

Read the whole psalm and notice the architecture. It does turn — verse 23 onward is praise, and it ends with

the declaration that God has not despised the affliction of the afflicted. But the turn comes after the darkness

has been fully stated, at length, without hedging. The psalm does not skip the dark part to get to the praise.

Twenty-two verses of anguish precede the turn. Most Christian consolation reverses that ratio, and that is

precisely why it rings false.

Gethsemane, and what Christ actually assumed

Luke 22:43–44

Then an angel appeared to Him from heaven, strengthening Him. And being in agony, He prayed more

earnestly. Then His sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground.

The angel does not remove the agony. He strengthens Christ within it — and the prayer that follows is described

as more earnest, not more peaceful. Whatever help is available to you in this, it is likely to be of that shape: not

extraction, but reinforcement in place.
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The Greek is ἀγωνία — agony, dread, the anguish of a contest. This is God incarnate, in a state that in any

other person we would describe clinically. And St. John of Damascus gives the doctrinal frame that makes this

decisive for you.

St. John of Damascus teaches that Christ assumed the blameless passions (ἀδιάβλητα πάθη) — hunger,

thirst, weariness, fear, distress, the natural recoil of the human will from death. These belong to human

nature as such, are not the result of sin, and were assumed by Christ entire, because what is not assumed is

not healed.

— Summary of St. John of Damascus, Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, III.20

Follow the logic all the way. Christ, who is without sin, experienced dread. Therefore dread is not a sin.

Therefore your anxiety, in its first movement, is not a moral failure — it is a feature of the human nature He

came to heal, and He carried it Himself.

Where sin actually begins
The Fathers map the life of a thought (λογισμός) in stages, and this map will lift an enormous false burden off

you if you learn it properly:

THE STAGES OF A THOUGHT

Stage Greek What happens Culpable?

Suggestion προσβολή The thought arrives, uninvited No

First movement προπάθεια The body and feelings react before the will engages No

Coupling συνδυασμός The mind turns toward it and begins to converse
with it

Beginning

Consent συγκατάθεσις The will agrees Yes

Passion πάθος Repetition has made it a settled disposition Yes

The schema appears with variations across Evagrius, St. John Climacus, St. Mark the Ascetic and St. Maximus. The stage names
are standard; the boundary between stages two and three is where the whole ascetic art lies.

Anxiety attacks at stages one and two. Guilt attaches only at stages three and four. If you have been treating

the arrival of a fearful thought as evidence of your faithlessness, you have been convicting yourself in a court

with no jurisdiction. The panic is not the sin. What you do at the coupling — whether you turn and converse

with it, rehearse it, feed it — that is where your freedom and your responsibility actually live.
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Silouan
St. Silouan the Athonite received an overwhelming vision of the living Christ as a young monk. It was followed

by roughly fifteen years of God-forsakenness — not doubt, but the felt withdrawal of the One he had actually

seen, which is a far worse thing. He nearly despaired. The word he received, and which became the center of

his teaching, was six words long:

THE WORD GIVEN TO ST. SILOUAN

Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not.

It is not a comfort. It is a command, and a very strange one: do not flee the awareness of your own condition,

and simultaneously refuse despair. Hold both. Elder Sophrony, his disciple, understood the whole of it as

participation in Christ's own descent — that the sense of God-forsakenness, borne without despair and

without hardening, is not exile from Christ but the closest possible following of Him, into the one place we

assumed He could not be.

FOR REFLECTION

1 Christ recited Psalm 21 [22] rather than a resolved psalm. What does it mean that the vocabulary of

forsakenness is language God gave to Himself?

2 Look at the table of stages. Where, precisely, have you been assigning guilt? Trace one anxious

episode from this week through the five stages and mark the exact point at which your will actually

engaged.

3 The angel strengthened Christ without removing His agony. Have you been praying for extraction

when the help on offer is reinforcement? Would you accept reinforcement if extraction never came?

4 Keep thy mind in hell, and despair not. What does each half of that guard against? What happens to a

soul that obeys only the first half? Only the second?

5 If dread is a blameless passion that Christ Himself bore, what changes about how you speak to

yourself in the middle of an anxious hour?
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THIS WEEK

� Read Psalm 21 [22] in full, slowly, once. Do not stop at the turn in verse 23; read to the end and note

where the psalm's confidence actually rests.
� When anxiety arrives this week, say aloud: this is a suggestion, not a consent. Then name what you will

do next, and do that thing.
� Say the Silouan word once each morning. Not as a mantra — as an instruction you are accepting for

the day.
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STUDY FIVE

The Body Is Not the Enemy of the Soul

Orthodoxy is incarnational to its foundations. A significant portion of what presents as spiritual

despondency is bodily in origin, and the Fathers knew this and treated it accordingly.

How God treats a prophet in collapse
3 Kingdoms [1 Kings] 19 is the most practically useful passage in Scripture on this subject, and it is almost

universally read too fast. Elijah has just won the greatest public victory in the prophetic history of Israel. One

chapter later he is under a broom tree in the desert asking God to kill him.

3 Kingdoms [1 Kings] 19:4–7

He asked that he might die, and said, “It is enough now, O Lord. Take my life …” Then he lay down and

slept under a broom tree; and behold, an angel touched him and said to him, “Arise and eat.” … And the

angel of the Lord came back a second time, touched him, and said, “Arise and eat, for the journey is too

great for you.”

Trace the order of God's response with care. First: sleep. Second: food. Third: more sleep. Fourth: more food. Only

then the forty-day journey, and only at the end of that, at Horeb, the encounter. God does not correct Elijah's

theology. He does not rebuke the death wish. He does not ask why a man who just called down fire is now afraid

of a woman. He puts the prophet to bed and feeds him twice.

And when the encounter finally comes, it is not in the wind, the earthquake, or the fire — the three

phenomena that most resemble Carmel. The Hebrew has a sound of thin silence; the Septuagint has φωνὴ
αὔρας λεπτῆς, a voice of a light breeze. The KJV's still small voice sits between them. In every version the point

holds: after the spectacular, God comes in a register so quiet that a man expecting Carmel would miss it

entirely.

Consider whether you have been listening for wind, earthquake and fire — the register in which you first

encountered God, or the register you were taught to expect — while a light breeze has been moving through

the Liturgy, the Psalter and the ordinary duties of your week for months.
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The Fathers on bodily causes
The ascetic tradition consistently distinguishes despondency arising from the demons, from the passions, and

from the body and temperament. Cassian and Climacus both insist on discretion (διάκρισις) as the queen of the

virtues precisely because the remedy differs entirely depending on the cause — and because an ascetic

remedy applied to a bodily condition makes it worse, sometimes catastrophically.

� Sleep. The Fathers' regimens are severe about many things and notably unsentimental about the

necessity of rest. Elijah's first medicine.
� Food. A despondent catechumen who intensifies a fast without direction is not practicing Orthodoxy;

they are practicing self-harm with religious vocabulary. Fasting is adjusted under obedience. Ask your

priest.
� Work with the hands. Cassian's central prescription for akēdia. Physical, repetitive, visibly completed

work. The monks wove baskets and sometimes unwove them.
� Sunlight and walking. Unglamorous and effective. The desert fathers did not have a word for this; they

simply lived outdoors.
� Do not escalate ascesis while despondent. This is nearly a universal rule among elders. Akēdia will urge

you toward a heroic new regimen precisely because it knows you will fail it and be worse off.

On medical care. The distinction between akēdia and clinical depression was not available to the Fathers in

modern terms, but the underlying insight — that the soul's state has bodily causes requiring bodily remedies

— is entirely theirs. Orthodoxy has never treated medicine as a rival to grace. St. Luke of Simferopol was an

archbishop, a confessor who suffered years in Soviet camps, and a practicing surgeon who wrote a standard

textbook on regional anesthesia while a bishop. St. Panteleimon and Saints Cosmas and Damian are venerated

as physicians.

If your despondency has persisted for months, arrived without proportionate cause, or brings disturbed sleep,

appetite, or concentration — see a physician. Doing so is not an admission that your struggle is not spiritual. It

is an acknowledgment that you are a body as well as a soul, which is the more Orthodox position, not the less.

And if the darkness ever turns toward thoughts of harming yourself, tell your priest and a doctor that day. Not

eventually. That day.
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FOR REFLECTION

1 Answer factually, without interpretation: how many hours have you slept per night over the past two

weeks? What have you eaten? How many times have you been outside for more than twenty

minutes?

2 God fed Elijah before He spoke to him. Where in your life have you been demanding a word from God

while refusing the bread and the sleep He is actually offering?

3 Have you been listening for wind, earthquake and fire? What was the register in which you first

encountered God, and have you unconsciously made that register the only valid one?

4 Has despondency suggested a more rigorous rule, a stricter fast, a heroic new discipline? Recognize

the tactic. What would the opposite counsel — less ascesis, more sleep, obedience over ambition —

cost your pride?

5 What would it mean, concretely, to treat your body this month as something Christ assumed rather

than something standing in your way?

THIS WEEK

� Sleep. Set an actual bedtime and keep it as if it were part of your rule, because for this season it is.
� Eat three real meals a day. Change nothing about your fasting without asking your priest first.
� Do one hour of physical, hands-on work — cleaning, cooking, gardening, anything with a visible end

— on a day when you least want to.
� Walk outside for twenty minutes daily, saying the Jesus Prayer or nothing at all.
� If any of the flags in the note above apply to you, make the appointment this week rather than

reading further.

The Noonday Demon and the Hidden Face The Body Is Not the Enemy of the Soul19



STUDY SIX

Weapons

This is warfare with a method, not a mood to be waited out. The Fathers hand down specific

techniques, and they work whether or not you believe in them on any given morning.

1. The rule does not change
If you take one thing from this entire study, take this. When consolation disappears, the universal counsel of

the tradition — Cassian, Climacus, Isaac, Theophan, every elder of the modern period — is that you do not

reduce the rule. You keep exactly what you kept when it was easy, at the same hour, with the same words,

feeling nothing.

The reason is theological rather than merely disciplinary. Prayer offered with consolation is partly fueled by

the consolation; the will is being carried. Prayer offered in total dryness is fueled by nothing but faith and the

naked will. It is therefore the purer act, and the more genuinely yours. In Orthodox terms it is συνέργεια in its

clearest form: your freedom cooperating with a grace you cannot presently detect. The dry rule is worth more

than the fervent one, and this is not a consolation prize. It is the actual valuation.

St. Theophan the Recluse counsels those in dryness to stand and say the words regardless — beginning with

the mouth when the mind will not follow, and with the mind when the heart will not — and warns that

shortening the rule in dryness is the surest way to lose it altogether.

— Summary of St. Theophan the Recluse's counsel in his letters on prayer

2. The Jesus Prayer
Short, repeatable, requiring no eloquence and no feeling, and available at any moment. It anchors the νοῦς
when nothing longer is possible.

THE PRAYER OF THE HEART

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.

The Noonday Demon and the Hidden Face Weapons20



In a bad hour, shorten it further — Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, or simply Lord, have mercy. Say it with

the breath. Do not attempt to feel anything while saying it, and do not evaluate the session afterward. As a

catechumen, ask your priest before taking on any fixed daily count; the prayer itself, said freely through the

day, is yours already.

3. ἀντίρρησις — talking back
Evagrius developed, and Cassian transmitted, a method that is startlingly concrete: meet a specific thought

with a specific verse. Not general encouragement — a targeted counter-text, spoken aloud, aimed at that

thought and no other. Christ Himself does this in the wilderness, three times, and each time with a single line

of Deuteronomy. Build your own table. Here is a beginning:

THOUGHT AND COUNTER-TEXT

When the thought says… Answer with

God has left me Psalm 21 [22]:2, prayed deliberately — the words Christ Himself
used

You did something to cause this Sirach 2:1 — you were told to expect this from the beginning

Prayer is pointless now Psalm 118 [119]:83 — I became like a wineskin in the frost, yet I have not
forgotten Your statutes

You should be somewhere else Psalm 26 [27]:14 — Wait on the Lord; be of good courage

This will never end Psalm 39 [40]:1–3 — I waited patiently … He brought me up out of the
pit of misery

You are alone in this Hebrews 4:15 — He was tempted in every way as we are

Tomorrow will be worse Matthew 6:34 — sufficient for the day is its own trouble

4. Thanksgiving, aimed directly at sorrow
The Fathers treat thanksgiving as the specific antidote to λύπη — not as a general virtue but as a targeted

remedy, in the way a specific drug answers a specific infection. St. John Chrysostom's last recorded words,

spoken in exile at the end of a life of persecution, were Glory to God for all things. That is the model:

thanksgiving offered not because circumstances warrant it but precisely because they do not.

The Akathist Glory to God for All Things, composed in the Soviet period and traditionally associated with

Metropolitan Tryphon and with Fr. Gregory Petrov, who died in a labor camp, is the great modern expression

The Noonday Demon and the Hidden Face Weapons21



of this. It is worth finding. It was written by men who had every reason not to write it.

5. Do not do this alone
Akēdia's most reliable strategy is secrecy, and it is very good at making disclosure feel both humiliating and

unnecessary. Break the secrecy. Tell your priest what you have actually been experiencing, in plain words, this

month. As a catechumen you may not yet have access to sacramental confession — ask what is appropriate in

your parish; there is often more available to you than you assume. And tell at least one other Christian who

will ask you about it again in two weeks.

6. Let the Church pray when you cannot
This may be the greatest structural relief Orthodoxy offers to someone coming from a tradition where prayer

depended on the individual's fervor. In the Liturgy and the Hours you are not generating prayer. You are

entering a prayer already in progress, which the Church has been offering continuously for two thousand

years and will continue offering whether or not you feel anything today. Your job is attendance and assent,

not production.

Go on the days you feel nothing. Stand there. Let the hymnography say true things at you. This is not going

through the motions — the motions are the Body of Christ at prayer, and you are being carried by them.

7. Stay in your cell

“Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”

— Abba Moses, Sayings of the Desert Fathers

The single most consistent counsel regarding akēdia across the entire tradition: make no major changes

while despondent. Do not switch parishes, delay your baptism out of a sense of unworthiness, end

relationships, quit work, or restructure your life. Akēdia's whole argument is that the answer is elsewhere. It

is not. Stay where you are placed and do the next ordinary thing, and keep doing it until the hour passes.
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WHEN IT HITS — A SHORT PROTOCOL

1. Name it. This is akēdia / this is merimna. Say it aloud.

2. Do not negotiate with the thought. Answer it with one verse from your table.

3. Stand and say the Jesus Prayer twenty times, feeling nothing.

4. Do the next physical thing in front of you, however small, to completion.

5. Do not decide anything. Do not resolve anything. Do not evaluate your spiritual state.

6. Tell someone before the week ends.

FOR REFLECTION

1 What is your rule right now — exactly, in words and minutes? If you cannot state it precisely, that is

the first problem.

2 Have you shortened it since the dryness began? Restore it this week and record what happens.

3 Which of the seven weapons above have you actually been using, and which have you dismissed as

too simple to matter? Note that akēdia specializes in making simple remedies look beneath you.

4 Who knows the truth about the last three months? If the answer is no one, what exactly are you

protecting, and from whom?

5 The dry rule is worth more than the fervent one. If you actually believed that, what would you do

tomorrow morning?

THIS WEEK

� Write your rule on an index card. Post it where you pray. Keep it exactly, at the same hour, for seven

days.
� Build your own antirrhetic table — your five most frequent thoughts, each with one verse. Keep it in

your pocket.
� Attend one service you would otherwise have skipped because you felt nothing.
� Have the conversation with your priest. This week, not eventually.
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STUDY SEVEN

Endurance as the Fruit

The goal was never the return of the feeling. ᾁπομονή — endurance — is not the price of the fruit. It is

the fruit.

Every study so far has been about how to survive this. This one is about what it is for, which is a different

question and the one that finally reorders the whole experience.

Romans 5:3–5

We also glory in tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and perseverance,

character; and character, hope. Now hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured

out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us.

The chain runs in one direction only, and there is no shortcut in it. Nothing else in the New Testament is said to

produce ᾁπομονή except tribulation. If perseverance is genuinely a component of Christian character, then the

conditions that produce it are not obstacles to your formation. They are the mechanism of it.

The word itself is worth unpacking. ᾁπομονή is ὑπό + μένω — to remain under. Not to escape the weight, not to

grow strong enough that the weight becomes light, not to feel better about the weight. To remain under it, in

place, without moving. Which is exactly what you have been doing, badly, for months — and which Scripture

calls the thing that produces character.

James 1:2–4

My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith

produces patience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking

nothing.

Let patience have its perfect work — the process has a duration, and interrupting it forfeits the result. This is the

New Testament's version of Sirach 2, and the two texts should be read together.
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Joy-making sorrow
St. John Climacus gives a word for something the modern vocabulary cannot hold: χαρμολύπη — joy-making

sorrow. It names a grief that is not despair, a mourning that has joy inside it rather than after it. It is the

characteristic state of the soul that has stopped demanding consolation and has begun, almost without

noticing, to love God rather than God's gifts.

Climacus distinguishes the tears of despondency, which darken and paralyze, from the tears of compunction,

which soften the heart and leave it lighter than before. The two feel similar in the moment and can be told

apart by their fruit: one leaves you unable to pray, the other leaves you praying.

— Summary of St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 7

That test is practical and you can apply it tonight. After a period of weeping or heaviness — are you softer or

harder? Nearer prayer or further from it? The Fathers were not interested in the intensity of a spiritual state.

They were interested in what it left behind.

The dissatisfaction may be health
Return to Gregory of Nyssa's ἐπέκτασις. If union with an infinite God is an infinite stretching forward, then a

permanent, un-fillable ache for more of Him is not a symptom of spiritual failure. It is the correct condition of

a finite creature in relation to an inexhaustible God, and it will not resolve in this life — not because

something is broken, but because there is no end to God and therefore no end to the approach.

Some of what you have been experiencing as God's absence may be the ordinary friction of desiring an infinite

Good with finite equipment. That is not a diagnosis to comfort yourself with lightly. But it is a possibility the

tradition takes seriously, and it deserves to be on the table alongside the darker readings you have already

given yourself.

The catechumenate is itself the school
St. Cyril of Jerusalem, teaching catechumens in the fourth century, is unsparing about the fact that the

preparation is the point. The vessel is being made ready. The delay is not administrative. And — a theme you

will recognize from Orthodox theology generally — the sacrament requires a freely cooperating will, which is

precisely the faculty that is being formed in you now, in the dark, by the daily decision to keep standing when

nothing rewards you for standing.
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Psalm 26:13–14 (LXX) · [27:13–14]

I believe I shall see the good things of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait on the Lord; be courageous,

and let your heart be strong; and wait on the Lord.

The command to wait appears twice, framing the command to be courageous. The Psalter knows that waiting is

the harder of the two, which is why it says it again.

What to expect
Isaac the Syrian and the whole tradition agree that consolation returns. But they add something more useful

than that reassurance: it returns changed, and so do you. The soul that has been through a long dryness and

kept its rule no longer treats consolation as evidence, because it has learned by experience that God was

present throughout a period in which it felt nothing at all. Consolation becomes a gift rather than a proof.

That is a permanent structural change in a Christian, and there is no way to acquire it except this way.

You are not waiting for this season to end so that your formation can begin. This season is the formation. It is

the least pleasant and most productive stretch of the road, and you are already most of the way through the

part where it does its work.

FOR REFLECTION

1 If ᾁπομονή is itself the fruit rather than the price of the fruit, what have the last months actually

produced in you? Look for evidence rather than feelings — what do you now do, or refuse to do, that

you would not have before?

2 Apply Climacus's test to your last three periods of heaviness. Softer or harder afterward? Nearer to

prayer or further?

3 Gregory of Nyssa says the ache does not resolve because God does not end. Does that reframe any

part of what you have been calling absence?

4 What would it mean to say that God is doing something in you right now that could not be done any

other way — and to say it without sarcasm?

5 Write the sentence you would want to be able to say five years from now about this season. Then ask

what you would have to do this week for that sentence to become true.
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GOING FORWARD

� Keep the rule. Unchanged. Through the baptism and past it.
� Reread Study One's diagnostic each month and see whether the dominant enemy has shifted. It

usually does.
� Keep the antirrhetic table current. Retire verses that have gone stale; add new ones as new thoughts

appear.
� Once this dryness lifts — and it will — write down what you learned while it lasted, in detail, before

you forget. You will need it, and so will someone else.
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REFERENCE

Appendices

A. Prayers

BEFORE PRAYER, WHEN YOU FEEL NOTHING

O Heavenly King, Comforter, Spirit of Truth, who art everywhere present and fillest all things, Treasury

of good things and Giver of life: come and abide in us, and cleanse us from every stain, and save our

souls, O Good One.

FROM THE MORNING PRAYER OF THE ELDERS OF OPTINA

O Lord, grant that I may meet all that this coming day brings to me with spiritual tranquility. Grant

that I may fully surrender myself to Thy holy will. In every hour of this day, direct and support me in all

things. Whatever news may reach me in the course of the day, teach me to accept it with a calm soul and

the firm conviction that all is subject to Thy holy will.

IN AN ANXIOUS HOUR

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.

B. A forty-day reading track
One psalm and one short patristic reading per day sustains this study past its seven weeks. The psalms below

are given in LXX numbering with the English equivalent bracketed.
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READING TRACK

Week Psalms Reading

1 12 [13], 21 [22], 41 [42], 42 [43] Climacus, Ladder, Step 13

2 62 [63], 76 [77], 87 [88] Cassian, Institutes, Book X

3 101 [102], 118 [119]:81–88, 129 [130] Chrysostom, Letters to Olympias

4 26 [27], 39 [40], 33 [34] Isaac the Syrian, selected homilies

5 90 [91], 6, 30 [31] Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, Book II

6 142 [143], 50 [51], 102 [103] Sophrony, Saint Silouan the Athonite

C. On the sources in this study
A note on method, because it matters for how you use what is here. Where a passage appears in quotation

marks and is labeled a quotation, it is given as a short direct citation. Where a passage is labeled a summary, it

represents the substance of a Father's teaching in that work rather than his exact words — faithful in content,

but not to be quoted as though verbatim. Translations of the Fathers vary considerably, and several of the

standard English editions are under copyright; go to the primary editions before citing any of this in writing.

The Fathers deserve to be quoted accurately or not at all.

D. For further reading
� St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent — Steps 5, 7, 13, 26.
� St. John Cassian, The Institutes, Book X — the foundational Western transmission of the doctrine of

akēdia.
� St. John Chrysostom, Letters to Olympias — seventeen letters written to a woman in exactly this

condition.
� St. Isaac the Syrian, The Ascetical Homilies — on the alternation of grace; slow reading only.
� St. Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, Book II — the darkness as ascent.
� Archimandrite Sophrony, Saint Silouan the Athonite — the fullest treatment of God-forsakenness in

modern Orthodox writing.
� St. Theophan the Recluse, The Path to Salvation and his letters on prayer.
� The Philokalia, vols. I–II — Evagrius (with care), Mark the Ascetic, Maximus, Hesychios.

ONE LAST THING
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Keep the rule. Feed the body. Answer the thought. Stay in your cell. Tell someone. And wait on the Lord.

Glory to God for all things.
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The aim here was something that would help you deal with this rather than simply be comforted in it. So the

honest closing note is this: none of the above will make the next month feel better, and several of the

practices will make some days harder before they make any easier. What they will do is change what the

difficulty means — from evidence against you, into the ordinary shape of a Christian life at the stage you have

reached. The Fathers went through this. The saints went through this. Christ went through this, and did not

come out the other side by feeling better.


