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ANACHORESIS
The Flight into the Desert as a Missionary Paradigm

A.1. An introductory question: Desert versus society?

Anchoretic life is one aspect of the multidimensional Christian ascesis and especially
of monasticism. The term ,,anachoresis” is usually used as identical with the ,,hermitism”.
Both refer to solitary life in the desert. Nevertheless, ,,anachoresis’ has a dynamic meaning:
being the transliteration of the Greek noun &vay®pmnoig, it derives from the verb dvayo-
petv, which means ,.to leave, to withdraw”.

The origins of anachoresis as a historical phaenomenon can be traced in the third
century AD in Egypt, when individuals — or sometimes whole communities — abandoned
their villages and withdrew into deserts or swamps to escape from the intolerable burden
of taxation; besides, during the persecutions many Christians sought refuge in the desert,
where they possibly tasted the spiritual advantages of solitude.! For some Christians,
however, the motive of the withdrawal into the wilderness was primarily the desire to run
a life in the fullest possible accordance with God’s will, away from every kind of
compromise which life in the world implies. This tension appeared even stronger around
the fourth century, when the persecutions came to an end and Christian life in the empire,
enjoying peace and official recognision, started to become secularized. Especially after the
Egyptian St Antony (c. 251-356) who, through his exaltation by St Athanasius the Great
(c. 296-373), gained a reputation as ,,the teacher of the desert”, anchoretic life is highly
esteemed in Christian consciousness. What can be traced as its basic feature is a twofold
action; an ,.exit” and, at the same time, an ,.entry”’: On one hand, exit, retirement from the
cities, disengagement from the world, withdrawal from society. On the other hand, entry
into the desert, flight into the wilderness.

This tlight is usually understood as a practical way to avoid the turmoil and the
upheaval of the society. The anchorite appears as he who pursues tranquillity and quiteness,
that is, conditions which would facilitate his spiritual struggle against his passions.
Certainly, this approach to anchoretic life can easily be scanned in the literature of the -
Church. Christ Himself used to withdraw privately to solitary places from time to time

! Derwas J. CHITTY, The Desert a City; An introduction to the study of Egyptian and Palestinian
Monasticism under the Christiun Empire, St. Viadimir’s Seminary Press, New York 1966, 7, Peter BROWN, The
World of late Antiquity from Murcus Aurelius to Muhanvunad, Thames and Hudson, London 1971, 98.
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(Matthew 14:13,23). Into this line, St John Chrysostom (to mention only a few of the
numerous testimonies one could invoke) argues that he who manages to get rid of the cares,
the troubles and the anxieties of everyday life in society, runs an easier way of life and
resembles him who avoids the sea waves and dwells in a safe harbour2. Tranquillity, says
St Basil the Great, gives us great profits, since it soothes the passions of our soul and offers
us the opportunity to uproot them?.

The opposition between society and desert is an antithesis between two modes of
life. In the religious peoples’ mind, however, it is not always clear. Very often, society and
desert are conceived as two ontologically different parts of the creation, as if they have
been created out of two different stuffs, one ,holy” and one ,,profane”, one ,,clean” and
one ,,unclean”. In that case, anachoresis is considered the saving exit from the society, the
sinful place par exellence. Other people, on the other hand, cannot see in the anchoretic
life anything but a selfish escape which seeks to run away from the major problems of real
life, that is, of life in society. In view of this, the institutionalized society has been attributed
the characteristics of the ,,holy” place; every withdrawal from it appears as nonsense.
Though both these aspects seem to be opposed to each other, they both presuppose — mutatis
mutandis — the said ontological, dualistic and irreconcilable destinction between desert
and society.

According to the authentic ecclesial faith and doctrine, however, asceticism is not
basically a matter of geography. Abundant patristic texts show that the distinction between
desert and society is not an ontological one. Every testimony, of course, has to be treated
properly, that is within its context and not in a fragmentary way.* For example, the above
mentioned quotation trom St Basil, which praises the benefits of solitary life, might lead
a careless reader to a misunderstanding (e.g. that St Basil regards the desert as the only
place proper for ascesis). Nevertheless, it is very important that the said quotation is
actually preceded by a valuable clarification: If one — says St Basil — wants to flight from
the cares of life, he has to separate himself from the world. But exit (anachoresis) from the
world must not be conceived literally, as a bodily withdrawal. Anachoresis from the world
means primarily that the soul must stop being subordinate to the body>. In a similar way
St Isaak of Nineveh (d. c. 700) makes clear that: ,,When you hear about renounciation of
the world or about abandonment of the world or about being pure of the world, first of all
you need to learn and know... what the term 'world’ means... The world is the carnal way
of life and the mind of flesh... Negation of the world becomes apparent in these two changes:
by a transformation in way of life and by a difference in mental impulses”®

2 JOANNIS CHRlSOSTOM[ Ad Theodorum lapsumn liber secundus, PG 47,312, 315: ST yap élu(ppot&.pov
&IE poy, 1ol tppovn?’(uv Kol TPOYHATOV Kot poPwv, Kot Tovev unnkMxQul ecabey 8¢ t@v 100 ﬁtou Kupamw
gotava, kol £v eddt Siayery Apeve,... O Xplotd rrrpatmr)pzvog 1ijg Tepay fig 100 Prov kul 1@V KupdTov EVToV
\‘)nsﬁ{v/uymv Kabntou én dtmpaku Koy Uutnlm TP,

BASILLL, Epistala i, Gregorio, 2, PG 32, 225 B: Ménotov otpskos Huiv n Lpl’]}ll(l napaxeml,
Kkatevvaiovoo hp(?)v 6 nd6n, xar cxo)mv Sidodoo 1@ Adyw K(x\"tf‘?»(x)g ad1d TG Yoy g ektepetv”. See also
Epistola xlii, ad Chilonem, 5, PG 32, 357 A-B.

For the relationship belween the catholicity of the church doctrine and the pdrn.xhty of certain testimonies,
see my Tig thcmawxorr,rog n acncnmg wavrum] HepIxY Kptenpiov. ).uvw,n 53 (1995) 11-26.

,,Tommv (o. a. v tppovnbmv 100 fiov) 8¢ pra qmyr], o YWPIOROG ano Tl KéGpoL navmg Kdopou 8¢
Gvaypnaig o 16 e abtol yEvisbat copotikig, Giia g npog 16 ohpa cupradsiag ™V yoxdv droppfigal”.
BASILLL, Epistola ii, Gregorio, 2, PG 32,225 B. Actually, St Basil was in favour of coenobite life. See BASILIL
Requlue Fusius Tructatue, vii, PG 31, 9288 -933C.

6StISAAC of Nineveh, On Asc emulLt/e(tmnsl from the Syriac by Mary Hansbury), St Vladimir’s Seminary
Press. New York 1989, 39-40.
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On this subject it is of special importance what Niketas Stethatos (c. 1005-c.1090),
the desciple and biographer of the famous St Symeon the New Theologian, emphasizes:
1 have heard some people arguing that none can aquire virtue without leaving and
flighting into the desert; but 1 wondered, how they can ever believe that something
unrestrictable (i.e. our relationship with God) can be restricted to certain places... The
powers of the soul have been engraved inside us since our creation, by divine and
non-material energy. With and through these powers... we can enter the heavenly Kingdom,
which is inside us, as the Lord said (Luke 17:21). Thus, the desert is not necessary, since
we can enter the Kingdom even without it, by repentence and keeping God’s command-
ments. This can be done, according to Saind David, in every place which is dominated by
God; I)ec7ause he sais 'Praise the Lord, O my soul, everywhere in His dominion’ (Psalm
102:22)”7.

A.2. An introductory answer: Creation versus Autonomy

Niketas’ last sentences successfully highlights the heart of the case: Every place can
become place of the dominion of the Lord; nevertheless, the dominion of the Lord has not
yetbeen established everywhere. What is implied here and what has been partially clarified
above, can be resumed through the ecclesiastical doctrine as follows:

The only fundamental distinction we can make is between the Creator and the
Creation; that is, between the Un-created (God) and the Created (universe). This is an
ontological distinction, since God’s essence and the essence of the Creation are totally
different. We must keep in mind that the word ,,Creation” denotes everything except God
alone: angels, humans, animals, inorganic matter etc. Each one’s particular way of
existence is just an aspect of the Created.

So, the whole world is conceived as a Creation; and since it was created by God
Himself, ,,it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). He brought the Creation into existence so that
it would willingly head towards God, meet Him and finally become His flesh; to be more
precise. the final goal of the Creation is to become the body of the Son, the second Person
of the Holy Trinity, and thus enter the eternal trinitarian life. The realization of this schedule
began with the Incarnation of the Son. As God-Man (that is, as the person in which the
divine and the created nature met and became united), Christ has been the commencement
of a procedure with universal — cosmic perspectives. The entire Creation has been
constructed and invited to participate in His incarnation, to be assumed by Him, to become
Church, so that God may be all in all (1 Corinthians 15:28; see also Ephesians 1:22-23;
Colossians 1:15-20, Revelation 21). Especially the human being has been ordained the
priest — has been appointed the pilot who will lead the Creation to its destination. This
eschatological perspective of the historical itinerary of the Creation has been emphasized by
the Orthodox theology and especially by Church Fathers like Irinaeus (c. 130-¢.200), Maximus
the Confessor (¢. 580~662), Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain (c. 1749-1809) et al.8

The human beings, however, can either accept or reject God’s invitation. Hence,
every place can either become place of the Lord’s dominion, or degenerate into a place of

7 drdoxalio tiv ieriv Nnarudov, £x6, Actip, 1. T "ABijvau 1976, 289-290 (the Greek texts are rendered

by myself).
For a comprehensive approach of this issue see Panayotis NELLAS, Deification in Christ; The Nature of
the Human Person (trans. from the Greek by Norman Russell), St Viadimir's Seminary Press, New York 1987,
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evil’s dominion. Thus, the distinction between ,,holy” and ,,profané” can not be abolished.
But it must be clear that it does not refer to the essence or the calling, but to the deliberate
orientation of the Creation, that is, its choice to go towards God or far away from Him.

What we have just called ,orientation of the Creation” has nothing to do with
moralism or sentimentalism. It is a matter of life. Relationship with God and finally unity
with Him means participation in Life, since for every created existence life is a present, a
donation by Him who is uncreated and owes His existence to nothing and none. In this
perspective, communion and life coincide. On the contrary, the creatures which choose
autonomy by breaking their connection with God, face the danger not only to become ,,.bad”
in a moral sense, but to deprive themselves from Life.

The status, however, of autonomy can give way to relationship with God whenever
the human being repents and responds to God’s calling. Every part of the Creation, which
has not found its way into the Church yet, resembles a territory under illegal occupation.
What remains in abeyance, is its liberation and the re-establishment of freedom over it.

In cases like that, what we could call liberation struggle bears historical and escha-
tological characteristics. Its horizon is the vision of the final encounter of the Creation with
its Creator. The struggle of the Christians to elevate every part of the Creation to place of
the dominion of the Lord, means to serve the itinerary of the Creation towards God. Itis a
historical attitude and, at the same time, a sign, an anticipation and foretaste of the
Kingdom, as well. Every particular activity has to derive its meaning, its raison d’&tre from
this fundamental perspectine; otherwise it is meaningless. So, the Christian ascesis can not
be conceived as the effort of the spirit to get rid of the body, or as the longing of the soul
to get out of history. Such concepts, placed in an unhistorical, static frame, constitute a
spirituality clearly diverse from the Christian faith. E.g., what the Church craves for, is not
the annihilation of a part of the creation (e.g. the body) in favour of another part (e,.g. the
soul), but the Resurrection of the human being in its fullness in communion with ChriSt

B. The Flight as Fight

Anachoresis into the desert has many dimensions. To a great extent, the meaning it
assurnes, presupposes the meaning attributed to the desert. So, the desert can appear as the
realm of tranquillity, as the shelter for the persecuted, as the meeting point with Jahwe, as
the pure place distinct from the corruption of urban life, or as a cursed, devastated land.
These dimensions appear already in the Semitic Orient and the Old Testament, that is,
before the 4th century, the age of anachoresis?.

Here we shall deal only with a specific aspect of anchoretic life, which (aspect) is
usually ignored or overlooked!?. This aspect is: Anachoresis not as an escape, but as an
expedition. Not primarily as a ,,withdrawal”, but as an ,,entry”. Here, what counts more is
not the city (as the place left behind) but the desert (as the territory to be conquered). As

9 For the various concepts of the ,desert” and the withdrawal into it, see: Antoine GUILLAUMONT, La
Conception du désert chez les moines d'Egypie: Revue de I'Histoire des Religions 3 (1975) 3-21.).A. SELBIE,
Wilderness or Desert: A Dictionary of the Bible (J. Hastings ed.) IV, Edinburgh 19043, 917-918. W. L. REED,
Desert: The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, I, New York — Nashvill 1962, 828-829. G. KITTEL, {pnpog:
Theologisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament (Hrgs. Gerhard Kittel) 11, Stuttgart 1935, 654-657.

I have presented the basic concept of the present essay in two earlier publications of mine:
. ExkAnaionoian Sing tig qofig. ‘H npdEn 1@v doxntdv 63ny6s 1é 16 omuepivé 1Bog”: dpnp. Xplotioviki
2-10-1981 and ,,'0 dvaywpntiouds Metaudppnon tis épriov o Tomo Seoroteiug Ocou™: Tovagn 13 (1985)
38-40.
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we shall argue extensively later on, from this point of view Anachoresis is conceived as
the aggressive vindication of places occupied by the evil, in order to be liberated from the
evil and rendered to God.

In the Semitic and Mesopotamian tradition, the desert was not thought of as an empty
place, but — on the contrary — as an inhabited one. It was considered to be the abode of the
powers which harass mankind; the domain of the demons. The wilderness, the waste places
and the ruins were regarded as their favorite haunts!!. A similar concept recurs in ancient
Egypt. The cultivated, fertile ,,black land” was the realm of the god of life, while the sterile
,red land” was the habitation of the evil god Seth!2,

It is interesting that in the Old Testament the devastated and ruined cities become the
residence of demons and wild beasts (Isatah 13:21, 34:13-14, Jeremiah 27:39, Sophonias
2:14, Baruch 4:35; the beasts are often connected to evil powers: Psalm 21:11-21, Ezekiel
34:5, 8:25). In the case of desolated cities it becomes clear how a place can be deprived
from the presence of God and degenerate into desert. The places which - through their
inhabitants’ sins — reject the sovereignty of God, pass under the yoke of the demons.
Perhaps it is not by chance that the supposed root of the Hebrew word denoting ,,demon”,
means ,,to be mighty”, hence ,to rule” 13, In a few words, one could say that devil and his
demons are usurpers since they keep under their own yoke creatures (places, living beings etc)
which do not belong by nature to them. In the New Testament the evil spirits dwell in arid
areas; when they possess a man, the try to drive him into solitary places (where they dominate)
and they do manage it, even when his relatives have chained him hand and foot! (Luke 8:29,
11:24).

Within the frame of this tradition, the anchorites can not be seen as fugitives. On the
contrary, they are a kind of determined pioneers of the Church: they penetrate and intrude
into the quarters of the enemy, seeking for direct contlict with him in order to expe!l him.
The example for an action like this was set by Christ Himself.

After he was baptized, ,, Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by
the devil” (Matthew 4:1, see also Mark 1:12-13, Luke 4:1-2). Jesus stayed in the desert
for forty days and was confronted with the three demonic temptations. In this event we can
lay emphasis on the following parameters: Christ’s entry to the desert was not an accidental
episode, but a deliberate initiative guided by the Holy Spirit. The pattern of the incarna-
tional mission of the Son is repeated here. The Son is being sent (John 17:18) into a place
which has renounced its relationship with God (John 1:10-11). The purpose of this
minvasion” was the direct struggle with Satan. Theophylact, the archbishop of Ochrid (ca
1050-1126) comments: ,,The Holy Spirit led Him to the battle against the devil. He went
into the desert in order to give the devil the pretext to attack Him” 4.

After the victorious outcome of the batle, that is, after Christ’s confrontation with the
three temptations had been completed, ,,the devil left Him, and angels came and attended
(served) him” (Matthew 4:11); ,,he was with the wild animals and angels attended him”
(Mark 1:12-13). The desert, which was a little ago occupated by the devil, was at last
liberated and became a place of dominion of the Lord, a place where the communion

UV TH. GASTER, Demon, The habitat of demons: The Interpreter’s Dictionury of the Bible, op. cit, 821.
GUILLAUMONT, op. cit, 4.

12 GUILLAUMONT. op. cit., 11.

13 Owen C. WHITEHOUSE, Demon, devil: A Dictionary of the Bible, op. cit., |, 590.

14 THEOPHYLACT!. Enarratio in Evangelium Lucae, iv, PG 123, 745 C: . Té yap TNvedue. 1o dnov évijrev
avTov E1G 1OV Katd 100 Saforov aydva, Elg épnuov 8 answoty, tva daon Aoy 1) Sefore 100 mbsoho
a01d”. (Scripture tuken from the , Holy Bible, New International Version™, 1984%),
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between the Creator and His Creation (man, angles, animals etc) was re-established.
Actually Christ acted like this during the whole period of His earthly life. He kept on
expelling the demons from every residence they usurped, the people possessed included.
St Ambrose of Milan (¢. 339-397) connects the verse Luke 4:1-2 with the whole work
carried out by Christ; Jesus, the second Adam, entered the desert, where the first Adam
had been exiled, in order to challenge the devil and liberate the ancestor (in reality, the
entire mankind)!®. Furthermore, it is of particular importance that in an exegetical tradition,
even His flee to Egypt (in order to avoid the massacre ordered by Herod; see Matthew
2:13-20) is viewed not as an escape, but rather as a purposeful entry in order to purify
Egypt, which was considered one of the two ,,workshops of evil”. The other one, Babylon,
was purified voluntarily, because its representatives, the three Magi, went to Him. But
Egypt had stayed away from Him, so He had to go to it!6.

We shall not be wrong if we argue that the anchorites have patterned themselves upon
Christ. The ,,Life of St Antony”, e.g., informs us that in the desert, where Antony dwelt,
something which reminds us of the above quoted scriptural narrative happened: When
Antony came to heights of ascesis, the demons went away from him and the wild animals
became peaceful to him!7. The anchorites and the authors of the relevant texts (narratives,
sayings, lives etc) probably shared the said tradition about the evil yoke over the desert. It
is very important that the demons appear very often claiming to be the owners and masters
of certain parts of the creation. When they attacked Antony, they cried to him: ,,Get off our
own domain; it's not of your business to involve the desert”)8. According to another
narrative, the famous anchorite Macarius from Alexandria decided to enter an ancient
pagan graveyard. There he was confronted with the demons who inhabited that devastated
place. They uterred the following (indeed revealing) words: ,,What do you want, Macarius?
Why have you come to us?... You and your fellow anchorites occupy our property, that is
the desert. You have chased our relatives away... Why do you transgress our own
regions?’19. Something similar is said to have happened when an anonymous anchorite
entered a pagan temple and had a skirmish with the demons dwelling there. They told him:
»Go away from our own place”. His reply, though extremely brief, fully expresses the
ecclesial faith: ,,You have no place of your own”20, For the Church, the claims of the
demons over the desert are false and groundless; in reality, ,,the Lord’s power extends over

IS Conuenit recordari quemadinodum de paradiso in desertwn Adam primus eiectus sit, ut aduertus
quemadmaodum de deserto ad paradisum Adam secundus reuerterit... Plenus igitur lesus spiritu sancto agitur in
desertum consilio, ut diabolum prouocaret... ut illum Adam de exilio liberaret”. AMBROISE de Milan, Traité
sur l'Evangile de S. Luc, 1, livres I-V1, Sources Chrétiennes 45 (Dom Gubriel Tissot ed.), Paris 1956, 153, 156.
Here one more dimension is clearly implied: the desert as the symbol of human life away from God. We refer to
this in the last unity of this essay

6 THEOPHYLACT 1, Ena:muo mn Evangehum Matthaei, ii, PG 173 168C: ,.Eig Arymnov 3¢ @evyEL, tva K(u
£ketvnv andon, 800 yap foay x@par maong Kumag apyacrnp\u, ) Ba[iu)..wv kar 7 Al JUTTOG, Tnv pav ooV
BafuAdva, dia tdv Mayev s&:’iuto TPOCKVVOUCAV mv 3 Afurtov, i fovtol mapaveia fyacev”. Cf.
CHRYSOSTOMI, Homilia viii, ., Et intrantes domun...”, 4, PG 57, §8.

17 ATHANASIUS, tha et conversatio S. P.N. Anmnu, 51, PG "6 917 B: ,,...061t€ pdAdov 100G denpovag
PEVYELY, Ka TG Onpia Tt aypta, G YEypantoy, alpnkuv npdg uutov

8 Vita S. Antonii, op. cit,, 13, PG 26, 861 C: .’ Andota 1édv nuenpmv "t oot Ka T f.pm,m) .

19 PALLADll Historia Laumu d, xix, PG ”44 l()S"C—D ..Tt Oakelg, Mm\upu.. m.tpacps 0V uovax(nv T
npdg Nudg napeyevov;... Ta npérapa E£XENG £Ker pem TV 601 Opotwv, TV EPTUOV ~ KEKEBEY TOUG GUYYEVES Apdv
£Eedtdtate.... TV émParveg nudv toig tonows;”. The entry into pagun graveyards, as well as the conversion of
pagan temples to Christiun Churches should be considered a specific aspect of the .invasion into the desert”. Here
we can not cope with this aspect in detail, but we hope to do it in future time.

Apnphthegmata Patrum. vii, PG 65, 184 D: W I1G yspmv wmvsv &g u-:pov ko' RABov or Sawhoveg Afyovieg
avt® "AnehOe £k 100 Tomou Hudv. Kar' o ypuv £on Yaeig ook £xete tonov”,
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the desert” (Psalm 107:35). Nevertheless, the care which constanly preoccupies the mind
of the demons is how they will expel the anchorites from the desert, either through direct
attacks?! or through indirect ones, that is, by trying to persuade them that no spiritual
progress could be achieved in the desert, so it would be better for the anchorites to leave
the wilderness and return to the cities. St John Climacus (c. 570~c.649) clarifies that many
demons have been exiled to the deserts and the abyss by Christ for the sake of the human
kind. So, itis not strange if the anchorites suffer hard offences there. Especially the demons
of the prostitution (says St John) attack violently the hermit in order to convince him that
the desert offers him nothing and that he has to go back to the world?2.

The anchorites invade every shelter of the demons without exceptions: the deserts,
the pagan graves, the ruins. In ascetical literature this is expressed through a ,,charming”
setting: the demons often appear to complain that they are torced to flee from place to
place, and that they are ruthlessly expelled successively from all. So the satan addressed
to Antony: .. have no longer place, arrow or town of my own. The Christians have settled
everywhere; even the desert has been crowded with monks”23. Similar complaints are
found in an episode during the persecutions launched by Valens (c.375) against the monks
in Egypt. Macarius and other anchorites were exiled to an island inhabited exclusively by
pagans. When they disembarked, the demons told them through the possessed daughter of
the pagan priest: ,,You have chased us out of every place; of cities and towns, mountains
and hills, even out of the uninhabited desert. We hoped that if we settle in this little island
we would be saved from your arrows; but our hopes are defeated”?*.

The struggle for the liberation of the Creation is liable to no limitations. The relevant
ascetic narratives, though they may seem mythical and naive, are texts of wisdom, founded
on the Christian cosmology. Palladius, the author of the ,.Lausaic History” narrates that
one day he was sent by his spiritual father, abba Dorotheus, to draw up water. When he
approached the well, he saw an asp (a kind of serpent) in it; so he returned desperate to the
abba without bringing water at all. But Dorotheus told him: ,,If the devil likes to place asps
in everywell or snakes and other poisonous beasts in every spring of water, will you abstain
Sfrom drinking for ever?” Then the abba drew up water himself, drank and concluded:
. Wherever the Cross dwells, the satan’s evil has no power 23, Here it becomes apparent
that the mission of the anchorite is not the rejection of the contaminated creation, but its

2 See e.g. Vita S. Antonii, op. cit., 53, PG 26, 920 A-B: , nivta Yip 0106600V (0.6. 0V Saoveg) TotEiv,
v, KQTOYOywoLy abtov €K THg épfipov, kat o0k {oxusay (sic)”.

22 JOANNIS CLIMACI, Scala Paradisi, xv, PG 88, 893A: , Tivéc... £v 1015 HouxacTikod 101016, ROAAG TAfov
noiepeicBon meUKUGt katl ob Balpna, prioyapoict yap ékel RoAd mAfov ol dathoveg L6 100 Kupiov &v taig
£prpong, kat év tfj apvoon Eoprobévies npog sutypiav Npap. [olepotaty Hovyaoth yarends of Tiig nopvelog
datpoveg iva g undév hpehodpevov €k tilg £pripov npdg v kéopov Siwtwory”. Besides, it is recorded that the
demon managed to persuade abba Nathanael to leave his cell and build another, closer to the persuade abba
Nathanael to leave his cell and build another, closer to the town. PALLADILI, op.cit., xviii, PG 34, 1041 D. See
also xxxii, 1091 D.

23 Vita S. Antonii, op. cit., 41, PG 26,904 A-B.,00x g1 tonov £xw, 00 PELog, o0 néhv. Maviayov Xpiotavor
YEYOVOLOL A0V KOt 1) EpNpog emAnpaTat povay®v”. See also 853 C - 856 A: when Antony entered a cemetery,
he was attacked by a demon who was afraid that Antony would fill the desert with monks.

24 THEODORETI CYRENSIS, Historia Ecclesiastica, iv, 18, PG 82, 1165C: , T g Lpetépag duvaotelag,
@ Ogpanovreg 100 Xpio1o0 maviaydbev nap’ Opdv EAnhapsda, Gnd toAEwY Kot KOPAY, dnd &pdv (sic) kal
Bouvidy, dro tiig olknIdpov soteprpévng dpfpov HAmoapey év 1GdE 1§ Ynooudply didyovreg 1@V Lpetépav
annAAdayOon BeA@Y, kar tiig éAmiBog syevadnuev’. Theodoret (¢.393—¢.466) draws his information from Socrates
(c.380-450), who mentions the story more concisely. See SOCRATIS, Historia Ecclesiustica, iv, 24, PG 67, 524
C -~ 525 A. For the said persecution see CHITTY, op. cit., 48.

25 PALLADIL, op. cit., ii, PG 34, 1011 D— 1012 A:,; Eav 86&) 16 81aB6A katé név ppsoap donidoug éufoisiv,
i Sperg fi Erepo Tofora Onpia el mdoog g Tyydg @Y BdGTOY, OV pévelg pndEnote mivey;... ‘Onov cTavpdg

2h)

SmPorTd, OUK (EYVEL Kakiol 100 cotavd”.
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purification. Otherwise it would mean that the anchorite compromises with the devil and
finally recognizes and legalizes its arbitrary yoke. Every place can be contaminated and
every place must be cleansed, and vice versa. That’s why another anchorite, John the Cilix,
used to advise the monks not to re-stain the place that had been cleansed from the devil by
the earlier anchorites2®. In a few words, as the late Derwas Chitty put it, anachoresis ,,was
no mere flight, nor a rejection of matter as evil... It was rooted in a stark realism of faith
in God and acceptance of the battle which is not against flesh and blood, but against
principalities, against powers, against the world-rulers of this darkness”?7. Thus, anacho-
resis can help us understand that the life of the Church is a struggle indeed, but it must not
be conceived in terms of an imperialistic expansion. The entry into the desert is not a model
for a quasi-Christian jihad; the fight is actually waged against the evil — not against the
infidels, the sinners or even the possessed by the evil. Moreover, even those who deny the
existence of devil must admit that it is unfair to identify (as usually happens) the anachoresis
with resignation from participation in history; actually, it is evident that anachoresis (even
viewed merely as a type of religious behaviour) presupposes a sheer confidence in man’s
historical assignment, intervention and creativity.

What we call ,,purification” and ,,cleansing” has to do with the liturgical relationship
between man and the rest of the creation. They are not strangers to each other. The human
being can contribute either to the fall or to the resurrection of the creation (Romans
8:19-23). Thus, the Christians are the priests who minister the transformation of the whole
world into Church. In this perspective, the anchorites are the missionaries who would go
.10 the ends of the carth” (Acts 1:7-8) in order to invite the whole creation to the Kingdom.
The above quoted words of abba Dorotheus, , whenever the Cross dwells...”, are extremely
important. On no occasion do they imply magic ritual or so. Actually, they have to do with
the inculcation of Christ into every aspect of life; it has to do with the incorporation of the
Creation to His body. In fact, the mission which the anchorites have shouldered is to act
as new Apostles in order that what Christ Himself achieved on His Cross may be — in a
way — extended, activated, grafted into space and time. This is about human cooperation
{synergia) in a divine work with cosmic capacity. In an especially important text St John
Chrysostom throws light on these universal dimensions. Why was Christ crucified out of
the city (Jerusalem), on a high place (Golgotha), and not under a roof?, Chrysostom asks.
And he replies: Christ did so, in order to cleanse the air, which was believed to be the
domain of the devil. During the crucifixion the sky was the only roof over Him, so that the
sky itself would be cleansed. Apart from the sky, the earth was also cleansed, because His
blood trickled down on the earth and purified all its contaminations. But — Chrysostom
continues — why was not He crucified in the Judaic Temple? And he answers again: He
was crucified outside the walls of the city so that His sacrifice would not be misappropriated
by the Judeans. Because His self-offering was catholic; it was made for the sake of all
Nations and the cleansing of the human nature gives profit to all the humans. So, Christ,
cleansed the entire earth and transformed every place into prayer place?8

26 JOANNIS MOSCHIL, Pratum Spirituale, cxv, PG 873, 2980 B: , Mi| pundowpsv, tékva, 10V 16m0v 1010V,

Y Ol ‘Totépeg npév u\a()apmav Aro WV daudvov™.
27 CHITTY. op. xit.. Xvi.

28 JOANNIS CHRYSOSTOML, Oratio lI in crucem et in wn/emrmem latronis, PG 49, 408—4()9 L Livog
ooV rvaxsv &.ém MG mOAENG, £° mynkou, ko ovy Ud cm:mv v, OOy anM)g 0UdE ToUTO, AL’ {va, 00 Gépog
Kaeupn tqv pUoL. At 10070 Kat &p’ uwnkou Kot 00K EKEPEVIG cts’ync_,, GAL avtd qug tmkeyévou tob
ovpavey, lva xabapbi 6 onpavo., unaE_, &p HynAob Buougvov 00 apofdtov.’ Lmﬂapﬂn ovv y oVpavog, Exadaphn
8€ kot iy ¥R, Eotode yap 10 ayla aré thg nheupis, &L v 1ijv, Ko 10V HOAGUOV obTig anovio, EEekddnpey.
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For the time being, a basic characteristic of Christian life is expectation. The
Christians groan inwardly as they wait eagerly for their adoption by God; not only so, but
even the creation waits in eager expectation for its liberation from its bondage to decay (cf
Romans 8:19-23). Every battle the Church wins (to use a military image) is a step towards
the expected end. That’s why the author of the ,,Life of St Antony” rejoices for the presence
of the anchorites in the wilderness. He uses a rather striking hyperbole. ,,The desert was
turned into a city by monks”2%. This is a renowned phrase, very often quoted in essays on
monasticism. It certainly has to do with the communal ideal of the Church and especially
of the coenobiatic monasticism (the faithfuls are not conceived as isolated individuals, but
as members of a body, as citizens of a city). But we shall not deal with this perspective
now. What we want to underline here is the expression of rejoice. It is probably not by
chance that the came concept (the transformation of a desert into a city) recurs in the ,,Life
of St Sabas” (439-532). It is interesting to watch how this , Life” presents and interprets
Savas’ withdrawal from the monastery into the desert. According to the ,Life”, the desert
was destined to be turned into a city by Sabas and so the prophecies of Isaiah concerning
the desert to be fulfilled. Sabas pleaded his abbot to let him leave the monastery and depart
to the desert. Yet, the abbot did not consent; so, God appeared to him in a vision and told
him: leave Sabas go in order to worship me in the desert0,

‘We can see here that the flight to desert appears as the performance of God’s will,
as the fulfilment of prophecies. That means that God never ceased to vindicate the desert;
the warm expectation for its liberation gives place to the rejoice for the realization of the
liberation. The ,,Life of Sabas” is probably referring to the prophecy of Isaiah: ,,Your people
will rebuild the ancient ruins and will raise up the age-old foundations”3!. Besides, the
words the abbot heard in vision are also biblical verses: ,,.Let my people, so that they may
worship me in the desert” (Exodus 7:16).

It seems that this hermeneutical approach (i.e. anachoresis, the conquest of the desert
as a joyful fulfilment of prophecies) was an idea shared by many. In a source which refers
to the monastic life in Egypt, it is recorded that the monks who gathered around an ascetic
named Appollo resembied an angel army. Through their lives two scriptural prophecies
came true: ,,The desert and the purched land will be glad; the wilderness will rejoice and
blossom” (Isaiah 35:1), and ,.Sing, O barren woman, you who never bore a shild; burst

"ARL O oTEYMY v TadTng Evekev Tiig altiag ob npooeipetan 1) Buota “1tvog 8¢ Evexev ovyl dv adtd ) vad 1@
> loudeiiedy; Kai o510 ndhwy ody ankisc, GAX " tva p1 (Soromomviar Ty Buotay of &t lovdadt, iva pf] vouiong
\'ma'p 100 £Bvoug ékelvou pévou v Buciav npompépscﬁm 1c 10010 £ TR nélz(og, £ o 1@V TE@V, tva padng
on Kueohkn gomiv T pocpopd, kot 61 xowvdg Tiig qmcremg npmv anampg fonvo mﬂaptcpoc, 'EABav O Xp:otoq,
ko tfg noksmg & nabdv, ndoav thv yiv ékabnpe, ndvia térov DKTPIOV Elpydoato.... Efbeg nig éxabnpe ™v
otkoupévnyy;”. See ulso ATHANASH, Oratio de humana natura a Verbo assumpta, 25, PG 25, 140 B-C, where
it is emphasized that the air had to be cleansed, since it had been the domain of the devil (Ephesians 2:2) after his
original fall.
Vita S. Antonii, op. cit., 14, PG 26, 865 B: ,,'H épnpog énodichn Ord povaydv”.

30 Edward SCHWARTZ (Hrsg.), Kyrillos von Skythopolis, Leben des Subas (Texte vnd Untersuchungen).
Leipzig 1939, 90: ,, Edet yap 8100100 mumv (c.0 mv Epnuov) rorcsHijvan, Ko tdg én’ ot TO\) umln-«pmvm)
Hooiov nAnpmbijvan tpoyntelog. Kol npoceM-)mv W ,Saxl-pavéiplm £duomnet anodubiivat pet wxrlg @) 8¢ pn
[’)01)§n0avn Deta T1g anoxahmratal onvacio Myoucra umoh)oov w0V Ea[iuv iva pot kutpwcq gv m pnua”.

lxamh 58:12: ,xat ofkodopncoviar aov ar s.pnpot al@vioy, Katl §6Ton GOV m Bepédio MOV YEVEDV
vevedg”. In the Septuagint the words ,ancient ruins” are rendered as épnpot at@vion (everlasting deserts).
Nevertheless, the Hebrew word comes from a root meaning .,to be waste” or ,.desolate”; the proper application
of this Hebrew term is to cities or districts once inhabited, but now lying waste. J. A. SELBIE, Wilderness or
desert: A Dictionary of the Bible, op. cit., 1V, 918.
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into song, shout for joy, you who were never in labor; because more are the children of
the desolate woman than of her who has a husband” (Isaiah 54:1). According to the author,
these prophecies were fulfilled in the case of the Egyptian desert, which became spiritually
the most fruitful place, though the whole land of Egypt had previously been the most
unclean country among all the pagan nations32.

Exactly the same biblical verses (Isaiah 35:1, 54:1) are evoked by Procopius of Gaza
(c. 475-c.538), who wants to show that ,,the Father subordinated the desert to Christ’.
Nevertheless, Procopius gives the , desert” an allegorical meaning, denoting the nations
which, according to God’s old promises, were finally converted, and evil powers which
were defeated by Christ®3,

C. Mission to every desert

The Church is neither an air-tight compartment of human life, nor a special service
of the institutionalized societies. The Church alone constitutes a fresh proposal, a radically
new perspective for the life of the entire world. So, to open herself to the world — even to
its parts which seem totally alienated from her — means to remain faithtul to her own
identity. Her opening to the world, her effort to assume the world into the body of Christ,
is not an extra, secondary or merely optional task of hers. It has to do with her own nature
and mission. A church that denies to be sent to the world would be right only if she could
prove to be adherent of a ,,Christ” who denied to be sent into the world.

St Gregory of Nazianzus comments on the way Christ lived on earth and makes clear
that He did not address Himself only to individuals, but also to the concrete contexts of
human life and to the specific characteristics it has in space and time. Jesus — Gregory says
— committed Himself to fishing, so He travelled from place to place. Why didn’t He stay
permanently at one place? Because he wanted not only to win more and more faithfuls,
but also to sanctify more places. So, He became a Jew for the sake of the Jews, He put
Himself under the law for the sake of those who are under the law, He became weak for
the sake of the weak and curse for the sake of us, the cursed3?.

32 A-J. FESTUGIERE (ed.), Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, 19-21, (Subsidia Hagiographica 34),
Bruxelles 1961, 54-55: .kt §v (86iv adrog dyyshucqv nve aAndis otpandy kexoopnpévny k6opy naviy
Aevkopopov vty kat 16 TG 1papfis én adtof neminpiotm ivovong "ebgpavintt Epnuog Suyidon “pREov ko'
péncov 1} otk G@dtvouaa, OTL TOAAR ¢ Ekva TiG EpApov HEALOV 1) THG §xovomg Tov Avdpa. Nenhipato pev yap
kot &t g £ E0vidv SKKANGLOG T0 TPOPRTIKOY TOUTO AOTov, tetédectan 86 ko £m Tig Alyurniokig £puou
Thetova TEkve 1) B TaPIeTOONG LREP THY OTKALPEVRY Tiiv... Kot pot dokel 10 100 dnoctorov prtov xar £n’
atoig nenhnpdobon Afyoviog “Omou énkedvacey M apaptia, \‘)m’ipanspl'cmsucev 1 LAPLG . EMAEGVOLOEY Yap NOTE
gv Alydmrey ToAht T kol Glogpvog I idwAolatpia, Gg &v 00Bev £8ver”. This trunformation of Egypt (especially
of its desert) is also stressed by Chrysostom: CHRYSOSTOMI, Homilia vii, ,, Et intrantes domun...”, 4, PG 57,
88. .
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34 GREGORII, Oratio xxxvii, in dictum Evangelii ,, Cum Consumasset Jesus hoc sermones”. PG 36, 281 A,
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to repentance, but also to honour humble places which were considered unimportant till then (Bethlehem,
Nuzareth, Galilee), See XAP. I'. TZOTHPOTNOYAOY, lwavvou ET Kaveakouinvod, Kara lovdaiwy Adyot Evvéa
(v6 npidrov vDv éxBidopevor), "Abtivan 1983, Aoyog B, 389-402, 91.
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An important aspect of the Incarnation is the ,,mobility” of Christ, that is, what St
Gregory marked off as constant travelling from place to place. In other words, His
deliberate entry into every area, where the pain and the decay still reigned. One has to note
that in Gregory’s word the term ,,places” is not conceived merely in geographical sense,
but as significative of the vartous contexts of human life. This concept is certainly not
irrelevant to what modern Missiology calls ,,contextualization”.

The anchorites, on behalf of the Church, carried out a critical shift: the people of God,
instead of keeping away from the desert and sending away into it the scape-goat alone,
now enter the desert themselves and pollinate it. The anchoretic entry into the deserts,
therefore, is not exclusively the assignment of a particular cast in the Church. As an attitude
towards the world and the historical responsibility of the faithful, it pertains to the whole
Church. Actually, what the anchorites do, is not something exceeding the task of the
Church; it is just the performance of this task. Perhaps it is not an exaggeration to say that
it is a tragedy when the Christians imagine that some sections of human life belong by
nature to evil, or that the resistance against evil is a pathetic immobility rather than an
energetic initiative.

The desert, as the place under evil yoke, has not merely geographic meaning. This
becomes apparent especially in some cases, where the scenery seems to have been inverted:
Some anchorites, after having won the battle in the desert, continue their mission by
invading other devastated places, as we have already seen, e.g. pagan graveyards, temples
etc. In such cases the demons (already expelled from the desert and now dwelling in the
graves) protest and, instead of trying to expel the anchorites from the desert, try to restrict
them to the desert. So, the demon of a temple invaded by Macarius, appears to utter to the
monk somenthing which would be unthinkable out of the certain context: ,.Since you are
an anchorite, the desert is enough for you (restrict yourself in the desert)” 3. In reality, the
inversion is only ostensible; the terms and the reason of the clash remain the same. When,
therefore, the evil seems to have occupied a section of the human life, the anchorite regards
this section as a desert and enters it. An initiative, e.g., attributed to St Ephraem Syrus, an
austere ascetic, is significant. Ephraem was informed that the city of Edessa was heavily
struck by famine. Judging that the social injustice was the ally of this disaster, he left his
hermitage, went to the city and convinced the rich to let him administer their wealth to the
profit of the weak. After this was done, the anchorite, having fulfilled his prophetic mission,
returned to his cell36,

The Church has been called to enter every desert. Desert is any part of the creation
and human life, which claims existence in autonomy, out of communion with the Uncrea-
ted?”. Desert can be everything which has lapsed into the domain of evil, whatever sort of
evil. As a matter of fact, the Christians — no matter whether they live in a modern city or
in wilderness - have to be able to discern that loneliness, alienation, lack of love,
starvation, war, pollution, death, heresies etc try to dominate human life. The field for the
life — giving mission of the Church is nothing less than all the deserts of the entire world.

35. PALLADI, op. cit. xix, PG 34, 1052 D: , Qg avoywpntg dpkécOnTt Ti) fpripy ™.

36. PALLADI, op. cit., ci, PG 1204 C ~ 1209

37. Jean MEYENDORFF. St Grégoire Palamu\ etla m_wuqu(' Orthodoxe, Editions du Seuil, 1959, 13: ,,Le
désertapparait ainsi comme le type parfait du monde, hastile G Dieu et soumis a Satan, oit le Messie vient apporter
lavie nouvelle”. According to holy Augistine of Hippo, fot he Christians the desert is the present world. See Karl
BOSL, Epmmg Eremus. Begriffsgeschichtliche Bemerkungen zum historischen Problem der Entfremdung und
Vereinsamung des Menschen: Byzantinische Forschungen 2 (1967) 74.
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PE3SHUME

Aranacuje ITanaTanacuy

Amnaxopesa
Onnaszak y nycTumy Kao MECHOHApCKa Hapaaurma

AyTOp Ha OCHOBY jEAHOT ayTEHTHIHOT NPaBOCIABHOT IPOMHUINIbAaKa KaTero-
puja ifyciliurea 1 Opywiiliéo N0OJa3u Of NPETIOCTABKE /la MOHAIIKH OTHIETHUIKH
ACKETU3aM HHje YCIOBIbEH IOJIOM UME-CHALIOM reorpackor u3MemTama Hero Ja
ce MOXKe pa3yMeTH Ha jejaH ayTeHTHYHUjH HauuH. [TycTHIOM ce Ha3uBa CBAKU 1€0
Boxuje TBOpeBHHE KOjH NOCTOJH Ha ayTOHOMHUCTH'YKH, U3 3ajeflHUNE ca borowm,
u3]BOjeHd HavuuH. [IOABMXKHHMINTBO je CTOra CBEHITEHHYKO CHYXEHE CHHOBA
Boxujux xoju obecmphyjy TBOpeBuny Bpahajyhu je y 3ajepnuny ca Borom 3a Kojy
je M cTBOpeHa. AyTOp Ha Taj HauMH HCTAYE TEYPTHIKO-KOCMAUKY AMMEH3H]jy MOA-
BuxxHumTBa. CTOra je cMucao U HHJb NOABIKHAIITBA IAHAC []a CC CBE I{HBHIIH3A-
1MjCKe ,,yCTUIE ', CBAKH aNCEKT JbYACKOT XKHBOTa KOjU nocToju 6e3 bora HammMm
ACKETCKUM II0CTOjaEM U JIMTYPrujCKOM NpaKCOM BpaTH y Ty 3ajefHUIY Koja je 3a
TBOPEBHHY rapaHT BEUHOT N10CTOjama.
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