THE WORLD IS TOO MUCH WITH US: THE
SAYINGS OF ARSENIUS IN THE ALPHABETICAL
APOPHTHEGMATA PATRUM, A NEW
TRANSLATION WITH COMMENTS1
To Fr. Terrence Kardong, OSB, requiescat, with deep thanks for his
editorial friendship over the years.
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INTRODUCTION
“They used to say about Abba Arsenius that no one could understand
his monastic way o f life” —Arsenius SI (below).

A Hypothetical Chronology2
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Arsenius’ birth, perhaps in Rome
Tutor to the future emperors Arcadius and Honorius
Comes to Scetis
Lives most o f the time in Scetis
Barbarian attack on Scetis; leaves; lives briefly in Canopus
Second devastation o f Scetis; leaves for Petra
Barbarian attack; leaves for Canopus o f Alexandria
In Troe
Dies at Troe, age 95

Tim Vivian is an Episcopal priest who teaches at California State University, Bakersfield.
He is an expert on Coptic monasticism and has published widely on that subject in this and other
journals.
1 The translations here will appear as part of my translation, with comments, of the
Alphabetical Apophthegmata, forthcoming from Cistercian Publications/Liturgical Press. I wish
to thank Hany Takla for his always-available bibliographical help, Lisa Agaiby for reading a
draft of the manuscript, and Maged Mikhail for always answering my questions.
2 Following Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Monasteries o f the Wadi TV Natrun: Part II,
The History o f the Monasteries o f Nitria and o f Scetis, ed. Walter Hauser (New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art Egyptian Expedition, 1932), 122-124, 160-164 (https://libmma.
contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/pl5324colll0/id/164457). He is more optimistic than I on
the specifics, referring to Arsenius 42 (below): “Abba Daniel, disciple of Arsenius, has left us
the groundwork for a complete chronology of his master.’’ But the dates and events are certainly
plausible.
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The World is Too Much with Us: A Reflection on Abba Arsenius o f
Seeds
The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers .. .3
When I first proposed to Father Terrence Kardong a new translation,
with commentary, of the sayings attributed to Arsenius of Seeds in
the Greek Alphabetical Apophthegmata Patrum (et Matrum), he was
enthusiastic, but then drily added that he was not sure that Arsenius
would much like the monks at Assumption Abbey where he lives.
With no offense to either Fr. Terrence or his confreres, he has a point.
Here I do not wish to focus on Arsenius’ stringency—or his
astringency. The problem, then as well as now, is with, well, us. When
I was a parish priest (now retired), when things would go crazy, or
just weird, in the parish, with some people behaving badly (which
almost always means selfishly), a late friend would exclaim, “But it’s
a church'.” I suppose a non-monastic, first reading the desert fathers
and mothers, might exclaim sometimes, “But it’s a monastery!” But
perhaps also this is an exclamation one occasionally, and even often,
hears—sotto voce—in monastic corridors and prayer.
Exactly—and inaccurately. As one desert father wisely says,
topos (place) is not tropos (way of life). I do not live in a monastery,
so I cannot say if monastic space is any more locus horribilis than, say,
a parish, a homestead, a university, or a baseball team. “The world,”
as Wordsworth sighed in the 18,h century, is indeed often “too much
with us.” Perhaps we should amplify what the poet tells us: “the world
is too much within us,” as we erect McMansions on what used to be
the green space of the soul, the true self (Thomas Merton), the Christ
within (Meister Eckhart). The sayings attributed to Arsenius translated
below tell us, often bluntly, that it is we who are too much with(in) the
world. The sayings and stories of the desert ammas and abbas persist
in demanding that we ask, 1500 years later: What do we daily sell our
souls to? We modern Fausts, often self-alienated and in denial, are
somehow still going strong.
Arsenius, like Evagrius, is our perfect simulacrum, an icon
of ourselves, holding a double-sided—perhaps, therefore, doubleedged—mirror. Evagrius and Arsenius, or at least their pasts, represent
3 William Wordsworth, “The World is Too Much with Us,” The Poetry Foundation,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45564/the-world-is-too-much-with-us.
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“the world” (to kosmikon). One time at the Cells (Kellia) there was a
meeting about some matter and Evagrius spoke (perhaps at length, as
the learned are wont to do). Then the priest said to him, “We know,
Abba, that if you were back in your own country you would, perhaps,
be both a bishop and in charge of numbers of people. But now, it’s as a
stranger that you sit here” (Arsenius 7). Across time and space we can
still hear the priest’s dry sarcasm, with his voice emphasizing “Abba”
and “perhaps,” and the (perhaps not so) gentle putdown. In the sayings
of Arsenius, this former courtier himself acknowledges that he is still
learning the ascetic alphabet (see below).
In the sayings here Arsenius is on a stage: it is clear that he is sitting
in a spare, monastic, cell. But behind the cell there is a bountiful and
richly hued medieval tapestry with an ornate and gaudy court scene
replete with nobility, both male and female. Saying 42 tells us that
Arsenius lived thirty years at the palace; in other words, his abode was
not an apartment, or even a three-bedroom two-bath comfortable home
in the suburbs. No, Arsenius lived on the Upper East Side in New York
or in Beverly Hills in California: “He was the tutor of emperors when
he lived in the world and thousands of slaves with gold waistbands, all
wearing golden armlets and silken clothing, waited on him. Extremely
valuable carpets lay beneath his feet” (Arsenius 36). Past expensive
carpets contrast nicely with present desert sand.
Although Arsenius once rubbed velveteen shoulders with the
synkletikoi (high court officials and their wives), he now dwells with
desert sand all around him. In fact, in these sayings two dramatis
personae follow him, as it were, into the desert, stepping out of the
tapestry and onto the stage’s cell: one time an official on the staff
of the magister ojficiorum brings the will of a certain high official
(synkletikos), a relative of Arsenius (Arsenius 29); another time the
wife of a Roman senator (synkletiki) visits Arsenius (Arsenius 28).
The renowned elder refuses to accept the will or see the senator’s wife
(he is, really, awful towards her). His actions and language dramatize
his now-separation from the court, that is, the world.
Sayings 5 and 6 stage the world’s pretensions. In these two sayings,
fellow-monastics make rather easy assumptions concerning both others
and themselves about class. In Arsenius 6 the abba is asking “a certain
Egyptian elder about his thoughts.” “Egyptian” here, as in Arsenius
5, is code for peasant, rube, redneck, farm worker, immigrant—the
other. Someone (not worthy to be named, or anonymous to protect
the guilty) asks why a person of such erudition as Arsenius would be
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trying to learn from “this peasant.” “I am highly educated in Roman
and Greek learning,” Arsenius replies. Now we have to wait within
his pregnant pause before the punchline comes: “but I have not yet
learned the alphabet of this peasant.” The peasant speaks with the
erudition sweated from hard work while learned Arsenius is sitting on
the classroom floor scratching misshapen letters onto a used piece of
papyrus.
In Arsenius 5 another someone wonders why people like
himself—yes, he first—and Arsenius “have nothing” while “these
rude peasants . . . have come to possess so many excellent virtues.”
Here we must open a door, sometimes narrow, sometimes spacious,
into the linguistic and social world(s) of the first monastics. The other
person is inquiring about virtues, that is, the ascetic/spiritual virtues.
Learning to acquire and —perhaps more difficult—keep the virtues is a
central part of early monastic pedagogy and practice. Arsenius replies
to his inquirer’s supercilious condescension that “these peasants” have
come to possess the virtues because o f their own toil. “Toil” (actually,
“toils”) translates the Greek ponos. In classical and New Testament
Greek, ponos means “hard work, toil, labor,” then “distress, trouble,
suffering, pain, affliction.” In monastic Greek, however, the word
can connote the toil of spiritual struggle. Thus, it is sibling with the
“greater jihad” of Islam, particularly Sufism: toil or struggle within
oneself. In a sentence: spiritual work is hard work.
Can anyone, of whatever vocation, deny this? Well, yes—by
doing very little, or no, spiritual exercise (ascesis). Since the New
Testament has bequeathed us athletic metaphors,4 we can aptly say
that spiritual struggle takes place in the soul or spirit in a gym or in one
of the fitness centers now as ubiquitous as McDonalds or Starbucks. If
we stretch the metaphor, the various apparatuses in the fitness center
are the different ascetic disciplines that the desert mothers and fathers
practice (present tense).
The fitness center, of course, like any monastery, lies within “the
world,” it dwells in a mall or strip mall or on a downtown street. And
that, for many of us moderns, is its beauty: we do not have to be at
a monastery to work on our (spiritual) diets and habits of exercise
(ascesis). If a person is driving or walking to the center, however, he
or she will pass a multitude, even a myriad, of distractions seeking
to entice the would-be exerciser away from exercising. Doughnuts,
anyone? To avoid these distractions, he or she could get up early,
4 See, for example, 2 Tim 4:7-8.
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before the distracting businesses open. And thus we have the early
monastic synaxis (see Arsenius 16 and 24), what would evolve into
Lauds and Prime. But, if we are aware, we know that “the world”
is always outside—and within, the demons waiting patiently, or
impatiently (see Arsenius 3,11, and 43).
But whoever compiled or edited the sayings of Arsenius in late
antiquity may have, intentionally or not, set up a false dichotomy, one
threatening to split the monastic landscape into an abyss, a Manichean
dualism: us (monastics) vs. them (the world), monks whose habits
resemble the red and blue apparel of Superman as he nobly fights
supervillains like Brainiac or Lex Luthor. Fortunately, the Sayings o f
the Desert Fathers and Mothers quickly disabuse anyone tempted by
such false dichotomizing: “In the city there was a certain person like
[Abba Antony], a doctor by profession, who gave his excess income
to those in need, and every day he would sing the Trisagion with the
angels” (Antony 24). This compassionate and giving doctor is, at least
implicitly, saved—not by withdrawal into the desert but by living
sacrally in the city. The first sentence in the sayings of Arsenius has
the elder asking the key monastic question “How can I be saved?” We
see that Arsenius’ question occurred when he was at the palace, that is,
in “the world.” A voice, which occurs three times in these sayings (see
especially Arsenius 33 and also Antony 26) tells him, “Flee people.”
Two words with pages of meaning in the early monastic lexicon.
But flight, it is important to emphasize, is not merely reactive,
but active, even proactive (or, probably better, the reactive becomes,
matures into, active and proactive). In Arsenius 2, Arsenius, “having
withdrawn from the world to live as a solitary,” now dwelling in
the monastic desert, again asks how he can be saved. The voice
once more tells him to flee, but this time flight means movement
towards maintaining silence and living “a life of contemplative quiet
[hesycMa]” (see Arsenius 1, 25, 38, and 44). In addition, the stories
and sayings of Arsenius emphasize, again implicitly, that one does not
gain a life of contemplative quiet by flying solo. At one point Arsenius
lives 32 miles from the monastery, but he learns that spiritual flight, as
with ducks, takes place in formation (play on words intended).
“Flee,” pheugo, has deep biblical resonances (see n. 10 below):
“flee, escape, avoid, shun.” “People” here translates anthropoi,
“human beings.” Perhaps someone should have reminded the editor
that a monk cannot, at least physically, flee his or her fellow anthropoi
in the monastery. More importantly, you cannot flee yourself. But we
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all know that we do, in fact, flee ourselves; the methods we employ
(“anti-ascetics,” as it were) are the devices and desires of the human
heart and the distractions of the world that are “too much with us”:
ego, money, power, sex, possessions, almost ad infinitum. Saying
33 lays out the works that human beings do that oppose the ascetic
works so highly valued by the monks—and God: arrogance, repeated
sinning, and being “compounded with evil.” The saying concludes by
emphasizing sober-mindedness and keeping control; by doing this, the
ascetic “does not labor in vain.”
As William Wordsworth says at the beginning of this reflection,
“late and soon, / Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.” And
this 250 years ago. Similarly, Aldous Huxley bemoaned relatively
early in our hyper-commercialized age:
But it is upon fashions, cars, and gadgets, upon news and the
advertising for which news exists, that our present industrial
and economic system depends for its proper functioning.
For . . . this system cannot work unless the demand for non
necessaries is not merely kept up, but continually expanded;
and of course it cannot be kept up and expanded except
by incessant appeals to greed, competitiveness and love of
aimless distractions, which are the original sin of the mind;
but never before today has an attempt been made to organize
and exploit distractions, to make of them, because of their
economic importance, the core and vital center of human life.5
Huxley’s acute and prescient remarks remind us that the past is
very much with us. Arsenius and the mothers and fathers of the desert
remind us that the ascetic past is—or can be—our spiritual present.
As a child of the 1960s, I am keenly aware of the value in the idea of
being “relevant.” I am also aware of the silliness that followed when
the word became a mindless mantra. But the ammas and abbas of the
desert live in the present tense, our present tense. Yes, much of their
world and their time is vastly different from our own and some of their
ascesis, for us, seems sadistic or masochistic. The current policies of
our national government, diametrically opposed to what the prophets
and Jesus teach about helping those on the margins and to what Pope
Francis has frequently articulated, are sadistic. The opioid epidemic,
5 Aldous Huxley, “Distractions—I,” in Vedanta for the Western World, ed. Christopher
Isherwood (Hollywood: Vedanta Press, 1946), 129.
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pandemic, in the United States now is, at least in part, a sign of sadism
and masochism. If that is too harsh, then it and our rates of depression
and suicide show that something is very, very wrong indeed with
“the world” —our world, the world we have created and continue to
promulgate so assiduously. Within this world, the ammas and abbas,
imperfect as they are, have much still to offer us.
CONCERNING ARSENIUS6
Abbreviations
AlphAP

Alphabetical Apophthegmata Patrunr, J.-P. Migne, ed.,
Patrologia Graeca 65 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1864), 75^140
(av ailab le h ttp s://w w w .ro g er-p earse.co m /w eb lo g
patrologia-graeca-pg-pdfs/)

Bauer

Walter Bauer, ed. Frederick William Danker, A GreekEnglish Lexicon o f the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature, 2nd ed. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press, 1979)

CE

The Coptic Encyclopedia, ed. Aziz S. Atiya (New York:
Macmillan, 1991); The Claremont Coptic Encyclopedia.
http://ccdl.libraries.clarem ont.edu/cdm /landingpage/
collection/cce

HB

Hebrew Bible (Old Testament)

Lampe

W. G. H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1961)

LSJ

Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, rev. Henry
Stuart Jones, Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon,
1977)

LXX

The Septuagint: Septuaginta, ed. Alfred Rahlfs, 2 vols.
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelstiftung, 1935)

6 J.-P. Migne, ed., Patrologia Graeca 65 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1864), 88-108. Available:
https://www.roger-pearse.com/weblog/patrologia-graeca-pg-pdfs/. The translation that follows
is my own.
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NT

The New Testament (all quotations are from the New
Revised Standard Version)

OCD

The Oxford Classical Dictionary, ed. N. G. L. Hammond
and H. H. Scullard, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978)

ODLA

The Oxford Dictionary o f Late Antiquity, ed. Oliver
Nicholson, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2018)

SysAP

Systematic Alphabetical Apophthegmata: Les Apophtegmes
des Peres: Collection Systematique, ed. Jean-Claude Guy,
S.J., 3 vols. (Sources Chretiennes 387, 474, 498 (Pairs:
Les Editions du Cerf, 2013)

1. [88]7Abba Arsenius, when he was still at the palace, prayed to
God, saying, “Lord, guide me: How can I be saved?”8
A voice came to him,9 saying, “Arsenius, flee10 people, and you
will be saved.”
2. The same Arsenius, after he had withdrawn" from the world to
live as a solitary, prayed once again, asking the same question, and he
heard a voice saying to him, “Arsenius, flee, maintain silence, live a
life of contemplative quiet.12These are the roots of being without sin.”

7 The numbers in brackets indicate the page numbers in Migne, ed., Patmlogia Graeca 65
(n. 6 above).
8 This is a common question that monks ask, both of elders and of God.
9 A voice came to him: see also Arsenius 2 and 33. This, too, is a common trope.
10 Flee, pheugo: the word has important biblical meanings. Bauer 1052a-1052b gives three
apposite definitions: (1) “to seek safety in flight, flee” (Mt 26:56, where the disciples desert Jesus
and flee); (2) “to become safe from danger by eluding it or avoiding it, escape" (Mk 14:52); (3)
“to keep from doing something by avoiding it because of its potential damage, flee from, avoid,
shun” (1 Cor 6:18: “shun fornication!”). See Arsenius 38. Transliterated Greek verbs, nouns, and
adjectives use the dictionary forms.
11 Had withdrawn, anachoreo (English “anchorite”): withdrawing from “the world” to
one’s cell is key in early monasticism.
12 Live a life of contemplative quiet, hesychazo: the verbal form of hesychta, from which
English derives “hesychast” and “hesychasm.” Hesychta is a key monastic term and concept:
“silence, of God prior to the revelation of his mysteries”; “tranquility, quiet, as a state of the soul
necessary for contemplation” ; “tranquility as a state of separation from the world, = solitude”
(Lampe 609a-609b). In the NT see (verb) 1 Th 4:11, and (noun) 2 Th 3:12, although the words
in the NT do not reflect later developments. See Arsenius 25 and 44. The Greek of this sentence
is pithy, if not blunt: three verbs.
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3. The demons appeared one time to Abba Arsenius in his cell and
were afflicting13him.14Those who ministered to him came to visit him;
standing outside the cell, they heard him crying out to God and saying,
“Do not forsake me!151 have not done one thing in your sight that is
good! But treat me in accordance with your goodness and kindness so
I can at least begin!”
4. They used to say about him that, just as no one in the palace
wore finer raiment than he,16 so too in the Church no one had lived
more simply and frugally.17
5. Someone said to blessed Arsenius, “Why is it that we, highly
educated and learned in wisdom, have nothing, while these rude
peasants, these Egyptians,18 have come to possess so many excellent
virtues?”
Abba Arsenius said to him, “We have kept nothing from our
worldly education, while these peasants, these Egyptians, because of
their own toil, have come to possess the virtues.”19
6. [90] When Abba Arsenius one time was asking a certain
Egyptian elder about his thoughts,20 another person, seeing this, said,
“Abba Arsenius, why are you, so highly educated in Roman and Greek
learning, asking this peasant about his thoughts?”
13 Afflicting: or “crushing.” The etymology of “oppress,” from Latin opprimere, “press
down, crush,” is apposite here.
14 On demons, see also Arsenius 11 and 43. See David Brakke, Demons and the Making o f
the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2006). Demons
figure very prominently in The Life o f Antony, see especially Life 21-35. In early monastic
literature, see especially Evagrius, “Instructions,” Praktikos 40-62, and the Index in Tim Vivian
and Apostolos N. Athanassakis, trans., The Life o f Antony: The Coptic and the Creek Life
(Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 2003), 283-284.
15 Forsake, enkatalei'po: the same verb that Jesus uses on the cross in Mk 15:34//Mt 27:46;
Ps 22:1 (LXX 21:2); thus, Arsenius’ cry has deep resonance.
16 For a vivid description of Arsenius’ palatial life, see Arsenius 33.
11 “Wore” and “lived” each translate phero, so a first translation is “no one bore finer
raiment” and “no one bore (himself) more simply and frugally.” Simply and frugally: I have used
both words to translate entelSs, which carries both material and ascetic tones: “thrifty, frugal,
simple,” and “insignificant, slight, unimportant” (Lampe 577b).
18 These rude peasants, these Egyptians: literally “these rude peasants and Egyptians.” On
the distinction between Egyptians and, it appears, Greeks, see also Arsenius 6.
19 Virtues: on the virtues in early monasticism, see Tim Vivian, “Ama Sibylla of Saqqara:
Prioress or Prophet? Monastic, or Mythological Being?” in Vivian, Words to Live By: Journeys
in Ancient and Modern Egyptian Monasticism, CS 207 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 2005), 377-393.
20 Thoughts, logismos: thoughts, discerning them, and removing the bad or evil ones is
a key theme in early monasticism. The locus classicus is Evagrius, Praktikos 6-14, where he
discusses the eight kinds of evil thoughts, and 15-39 where he offers antidotes for them. One
notes that the discussion of the medicine is almost twice as long as that for the disease(s). On
discernment of thoughts, see the Index in Antony D. Rich, Discernment in the Desert Fathers:
Diakrisis in the Life and Thought o f Early Egyptian Monasticism, Studies in Christian Theology
and Thought (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2007).
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Arsenius said to him, “I am highly educated in Roman and Greek
learning, but I have not yet learned the alphabet of this peasant.”
7. One time blessed Archbishop Theophilus21 visited Abba
Arsenius, along with a certain official.22 He23 asked the elder to hear
something edifying24 from him.
The elder stayed silent for a while; then he answered him: “And if
I say something to you, will you follow25 what I say?”
They promised to do so.
Then the elder said to them, “Wherever you hear Arsenius is, do
not go near there.”
8. Another time, the Archbishop wanted to visit him again so first
he sent someone to find out whether the elder was opening his door.
The elder made it clear to him, saying, “If you come, I am going to
open the door to you. And if I open the door to you, I am going to open
it to everyone. And then I will not live here anymore.”
When the Archbishop heard these words, he said, “If my going is
going to drive him away,261 am not going to see him any more.”
9. A brother asked Abba Arsenius to hear something beneficial
from him. The elder said to him, “With every ounce of strength
you have, fight,27 in order that your interior way of life28 will be in
21 Theophilus of Alexandria was the 23rd Patriarch of Alexandria (385^112). “Throughout
his career, Theophilus was on good terms with various groups of ascetics in Nitria and Scetis.
. . . Jerome observes (Epistle 82) that the monks rushed to greet Theophilus on the occasion of
his visits. In both the Coptic and Greek versions” of the AlphAP “the patriarch and the monks
consult each other” (CE 2247b-2253b).
22 A certain official: it is possible that the Greek word tis, “someone, a certain person,” can
mean here “along with some official or other,” a snide remark.
23 He: the Greek is also ambiguous. But the story soon switches to “they.”
24 To hear something edifying: literally “to hear a word [logos]." This is a very important
phrase in early monasticism, but it does not have much resonance in English now, so 1have chosen
the present translation; in the sayings translated here I am using “edifying” and “beneficial.” See
Arsenius 9. John Wortley understandably titles his translation of the AlphAP Give Me a Word:
Wortley, Give Me a Word: The Alphabetical Sayings o f the Desert Fathers, Popular Patristics
Series (Yonkers, NY: St Vladimir’s, 2014).
25 Follow, phulasso: “do, guard, protect, keep” (LSJ 1961 a—1961 b). The Greek is much
stronger than the English. In the NT, phulasso means both “watch, guard," and “observe, follow”
a commandment; a phulax is a “guard, watchman” (Bauer 1068a-1068b).
26 Drive him away: dioko can also mean “expel,” even “persecute” (Lampe 376b).
27 Fight, agom'zomai: as we see in Paul, early Christianity uses athletic metaphors.
Originally, an agdn was “a place of contest, the arena,” then “a contest for a prize at the games”
(see Phil 3:14), then generally “any struggle, trial, or danger” (LSJ 18b-19a). Early monastics
used these athletic metaphors to connote spiritual struggle, engagement, in the spiritual life. See
Arsenius 15.
28 Interior way of life: “interior,” to endon, “within,” can refer to the interior spiritual
and moral life (Lampe 468b). Way of life, ergasi'a, generally means “work, action” [ergon),
especially working to keep and fulfill the commandments; in John Moschus, The Spiritual
Meadow 54, it means “way of life” (Lampe 545b). See Arsenius 33.
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accordance with God. Then you will defeat the exterior passions.”29
10. Again he said, “If we seek out God, he will make himself
known to us; and if we hold tight to him, he will remain by our side.”
11. Someone said to Abba Arsenius, “My thoughts oppress30 me,
saying, ‘You don’t have the fortitude31 either to fast or do your work.
At least go visit32 the sick—this, at least, is an act of love!’”33
The elder, knowing the intentions of the demons,34 said to him,
“Go. Eat, drink, sleep—and do not work. Only, do not leave your
cell.”
He said this because he knew that the patient endurance35 of the
cell brings the monk to where he can keep his monastic rule.
12. Abba Arsenius used to say, “A foreign monk in a country not
his own must not interfere36 in matters; if he does this, he will be at
peace.”37
13. [92] Abba Mark said to Abba Arsenius, “Why do you stay
away from us?”38

29 Passions: the “passions” (pathos) draw a person away from both God and neighbor;
the image of a tractor hauling a person away is apposite because “tractor” derives from Latin
traho, “to draw, drag.” The New Testament generally differentiates pathos from pdthema,
“suffering” or “misfortune.” Lampe, 170a, uses “impassibility”; another traditional translation is
“passionlessness.” But these are formidable words. “Freedom from emotion,” “absence of sin or
sinful emotions.” Hence, “mastery over the passions, detachment, tranquility.”
311Oppress, thlibO: or “afflict.” See Arsenius 3. It and its cognate noun thh'psis occur
frequently in the NT, especially in Paul’s letters; see 2 Cor 1:6; 2 Cor 4:8; 2 Cor 7:5.
31 You don’t have the fortitude, ou dynamai: literally “you cannot” or “you are not able.”
Dynamai is cognate with dynamis, “power, strength,” English “dynamite,” “dynamic.”
32 Go visit, episkeptomai: or “take care of.”
33 Act of love, agape-, or “charity.” Agape especially indicates “fraternal love." Lampe 7a
notes: “denoting especially God’s or Christ’s love for [humans], [humans’] love for God, and
fraternal charity of Christians.” The word occurs perhaps 50 times in the NT and is the word
for love in Paul’s memorable profession in 1 Cor 13. The word evolved from an abstract noun
(although Paul’s list of what love is and is not is not abstract) to a noun of praxis, an agape. See
Arsenius 20 and 39 and the nn. there.
34 On demons, see also Arsenius 3 and 43.
35 Patient endurance, hypomone: also “steadfastness, perseverance”; as Bauer notes,
1039b-1040a, in the NT used “especially during trouble, affliction, persecution.” Mt 10:22 is
especially resonant for the monks; Jesus tells them, “you will be hated by all because of my
name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.”
36 Interfere, mestizo: or “act as a middleman.”
37 Be at peace, anapauetai < anapauo. Its noun, antipausis, is a key word in patristic
Greek: “repose, rest, refreshment,” “tranquility, peace,” as a desired state for Christians; in
asceticism, as a result of training in the virtues; as a state of prayer; and of rest in eternity (Lampe
115a-116a). See Arsenius 35 and 36.
38 Stay away from, plieugo: “flee,” as in monks fleeing “the world,” but it can also mean
“avoid.” See Arsenius 1 and 2 and the note at Arsenius 1.
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The elder said to him, “God knows that I love all of you. But
I cannot be with God and with people. The spiritual realities,39
numbering in the thousands and tens of thousands, have one intention,
but people have a multitude of intentions.40 I cannot leave God and
come be with people.”
14. Abba Daniel used to say about Abba Arsenius that he would
keep vigil all night, and when dawn came he would out of necessity41 lie
down. He would say to sleep, “Go away, wicked servant!”42 Sitting, he
would grab a little sleep and then immediately set about doing his work.
15. Abba Arsenius would say that one hour of sleep is plenty for
the monk, if he wants to be a fighter.43
16. The elders used to say that one time a few dried figs were
given to the monks in Scetis44 and because the figs didn’t amount to
much the elders didn’t send45 any to Abba Arsenius so he wouldn’t feel
insulted.46

39 Spiritual realities, hai ano: “the things above," thus "heavenly things” and “spiritual
things.” “From above,” dnothen. is a key word in John’s Gospel; see Jn 3:7, 31; 8:23; and Jas
1:17; 3:15.
40 Intention/intentions, thelema: “will,” “that which is willed” or “object of an act of
willing” (Lampe 620b-621b).
4' Out of necessity, kata physin: according to nature.
42 Wicked servant: or “slave,” doulos. The phrase “wicked servant/slave”: Mt 18:32;
24:48; 25:26; Lk 19:22.
43 Fighter: agdnistSs: agorr, agomzomai. See Arsenius 9 and the note there.
44 Scetis: see Aelred Cody, OSB. “Scetis,” CE 2102b-2106a: the word “historically
designated the area of monastic settlement extending about 19 miles (30 km) through the shallow
valley known in the medieval period as Wad Habb, now called Wad al-Natrun, which runs
southeast to northwest through the Western or Libyan Desert, about 40 miles (65 km) southwest
of the Nile Delta. In a very broad sense, ‘Scetis’ or the ‘Desert of Scetis’ also designated the
ensemble of monastic colonies in the wilderness or on the edge of the desert southwest of the
Delta, thus including Nitria or the ‘Mountain of Nitria’ .. . ; Kellia, in the desert south of Nitria;
and Scetis in the narrower and more proper sense, still farther into the desert, south of Kellia.”
For a full, though older, discussion, see Evelyn-White (n. 2).
45 Send: apostello is cognate with apostolos, “apostle,” one sent forth (by Christ), so the
monks’ not sending any figs to Arsenius is ironic.
46 He wouldn’t feel insulted, hiibrin pdthe(i): literally “so he wouldn’t suffer hubris.”
“Suffer” is cognate with pathos, pi. pathei, “suffering, passion,” pi. “the passions.” On the
passions, see Arsenius 9 and the n. there. Apatheia, literally “passionlessness,” is a key monastic
concept, practice, and goal. Hubris has a wide range of meanings but its verb, hubrizo, is more
apposite here: “insult, outrage” (Lampe 1422a).
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When the elder heard about this, he refused to go to the synaxis,47
saying, “You have excluded me by not giving me the gift48 that God
sent to the brothers—which, apparently, I was not worthy to receive.”49
They all heard this and benefitted from the elder’s humility. So the
priest left and took him the dried figs and brought him back to the
synaxis with joy.
17. Abba Daniel used to say, “He lived with us all those years and
we would prepare for him only one basket of bread50 per year. When
we visited him we would eat some of this bread.”
18. Again they used to say about this same Abba Arsenius that
except for once a year he would not change the water that he soaked
palm branches in; he would only add to it. He would plait rope and
twine branches together until noon.51
The elders summoned him, saying, “Why don’t you change the
water for the palm branches? It stinks.”
He said to them, “In return for the fragrances and aromatics that I
enjoyed in the world, I now need to receive in return this stink.”
19. Again he said that when he used to hear that the harvest season
for all of the different fruits was drawing to a close, he would say for
his part, “Bring them to me.” Each year he would taste only a little bit
of each kind of fruit, giving thanks to God.

47 Synaxis: literally “gathering”; the same Greek root gives us “synagogue.” The word had
a wide range of meanings: “gathering, assembly for public worship and instruction, religious
service"; “form of worship or prayer obligatory upon monks and nuns, perhaps sometimes
referring to the eucharist but also to a [monastic] office" (Lampe 1302a-1303a). For synaxis as a
monastic office, see Arsenius 24.
48 Gift: eulogi'a is particularly resonant here: its basic meaning is “blessing, blessing as a
mark of favour bestowed by God,” then “benefit, gift.” In the Eucharist, it means “consecration”
and thence “gift of blessed bread” (Lampe 569a—570b). That the priest goes to Arsenius
highlights these additional meanings. Eulogia is still the term in the Coptic Church for bread
distributed by the priest to the congregants at the end of the Eucharist as they leave the church.
4‘' Which, apparently, I was not worthy to receive: I have added “apparently”; context
suggests that it is appropriate here.
50 Basket of bread, thalh'n (perhaps thallion): si'tos can mean “grain, wheat” or “bread.”
Wortley, 43, translates silos as grain, but since the verb is “we would prepare (or ‘make’),” I have
chosen to render it as “bread." I was not able to find thallm/thallion; Wortley, 43 n. 12, footnotes
the word as “A dry measure of uncertain dimension; a basket made of palm-fronds.” W. E. Crum
and H. I. Bell, eds., Wadi Sarga: Coptic and Greek Texts from the Excavations Undertaken by
the Byzantine Research Account (Hauniae: Gyldenaske Boghandel-Nordisk Vorlag, 1922), 226
[https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001643338] cite 15 occurrences of Coptic thall(ion) in the
texts; the word occurs often in receipts. They translate the word as either “sack” or “bag.”
51 The alternation, and simultaneity, of work and prayer is extremely important. Lucien
Regnault’s comment is apropos here: “It seems that basketry was taken up very early by the
monks as the ideal solitary work in their cells.” Regnault, The Day-to-Day Life o f the Desert
Fathers in Fourth-Century Egypt, trans. fitienne Poirier, Jr. (Petersham, MA: St. Bede’s, 1999),
99. See especially AlphAP Antony 1.
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20. One time Abba Arsenius was ill in Scetis and he did not have
anything, not even a single sheet. Since he did not have the means to
buy one, he accepted one as an act of love52 from someone and said
[93] “Thank you, Lord. You considered me worthy to receive this act
of love for the sake of your name.”53
21. They used to say about him that his cell was 32 miles distant.54
He did not readily leave it because others ministered to his needs.
When Scetis was laid waste,55 he left weeping and would say, “The
world has lost Rome and the monks Scetis.”56
22. Abba Mark asked Abba Arsenius a question, saying, “Is it
good for someone not to have comfort and consolation57 in his cell?
I ask this because I saw a certain brother who had a few vegetables
planted, and he was pulling them up by the roots.”
Abba Arsenius said, “It is good, but only according to the person’s
ability:58 if he does not have the strength for such a serious practice,59
he will plant them again.”
23. Abba Daniel, the disciple of Arsenius, told this story:60
One time I found myself standing near Abba Alexander when pain
gripped him and laid him out. Because of the pain, he was looking
heavenward.61
52 Act of love, agape: “love” or “charity.” See Arsenius 11 and the n. there and Arsenius 39.
53 Your name: see Mt 7:22; Mt 18:20; Jn 15:16; Rom 10:13, among many. See Arsenius 38.
54 32 miles: the Roman mile was 4,850 feet; thus 32 Roman miles equals 27.56 miles/44
kilometers.
55 Laid waste, eremoo, “to turn into a desert or wasteland.” The sad irony here is that
eremoo is cognate with eremos, “wilderness, desert,” the habitat of John the Baptist (Mt 3:1),
the “desert” of the monks of Egypt. On the despoliation(s) of Scetis, see Aelred Cody, OSB,
“Scetis,” CE 2102b-2106a: “Scetis was raided by barbarians, with destruction of buildings and
temporary dispersal of the monks, in 407, 434, and 444.” For a good discussion, see EvelynWhite, 151-157.
56 In Greek “has lost” begins the sentence and thus is emphatic. Rome fell in 410. On
Scetis, see the previous note.
51 Comfort and consolation: paraklesis is cognate with parakletos, Paraclete (Jn 14:16; 1
Jn 2:1), often translated “Comforter.” Bauer 766a-766b: “mediator, intercessor, helper”; Lampe
1018b adds “comforter, consoler.” I have used two nouns here to capture the sense. For the verb,
parakaleo, see Arsenius 34 and 35.
58 Ability: hexis can also mean “an acquired habit, strength” (Lampe 497a).
59 Such a serious practice, toiouto(i) trdpo(i): this is a pregnant phrase. Tropos can
mean “way of life, habit, custom” (LSJ 1827a) and “method, form of faith or piety” (Lampe
1414b—1415b). Toioutos here has an intensive sense: “so great, so noble” (LSJ 1802a). Therefore,
I have used “serious” because it can suggest both “a grand practice or way of life,” “an important
undertaking,” and a “serious, even a huge, undertaking.”
60Told this story: diegeomai means “to set out in detail, describe in full” (LSJ 427a). I have
taken my cue from the Latin narravit. Flere and below, for my translations I have decided to use
the phrase above when the saying is not giving a direct quote. Many of these sayings are stories,
and I wish to emphasize that.
61 Heavenward, ano: See Arsenius 13 and the note there on “spiritual realities.”
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It just so happened that blessed Arsenius came to speak with him, and
saw him laid out on his back. When he spoke, therefore, Abba Arsenius
said to him, “And who was the person from the world whom I saw here?”
Abba Alexander said, “Where did you see him?”
Abba Arsenius said, “When I was coming down from my monastic
settlement and getting close to your cave here, I saw someone laid out
on the ground, looking up to heaven.”
Abba Alexander got up and prostrated himself62 before Abba
Arsenius, saying, “Forgive me, it was me. Pain had gotten me in its

grip-”
The elder said to Abba Alexander, “So it was you? Very well,
then. As far as I could tell, I thought it was someone from the world.
So I asked.”
24. Another time Abba Arsenius said to Abba Alexander, “Separate
your palm branches63 and come eat64 with me, but if strangers65 come,
eat66 with them.”
So Abba Alexander set about working, deliberately and patiently.
When the time came to eat, he still had palm branches to finish but,
wanting to fulfill67 what the elder had told him, he stayed to finish his
work.
Abba Arsenius, therefore, when he saw that Abba Alexander was
delayed, went ahead and ate, thinking that perhaps Abba Alexander
had strangers to accommodate. When Abba Alexander finished quite
a while later, he left. When he reached Abba Arsenius’ cell,68 the elder
said to him, “Did you have visitors?”69
6: Prostrated himself, ballo metdnoia: metanoia is the usual word for “repentance,” and the
physical manifestation of repentance could be prostration (Lampe 858b).
63 Palm branches: thdllos indicates a young shoot, a young branch; but it also seems to
indicate a basket or bag made from palm branches, as in Arsenius 17. Later in the text (PG 65:93,
n. 28) a variant reading is bais, “paim branch.” See Arsenius 19 and the note there.
64 Eat, geuo: LSJ and Lampe give “taste,” but Bauer, geuomai (middle-passive voice), also
has “partake o f ’; so it must mean “eat” here, which is how the Latin, manducare, understands it.
65 Strangers, xenos: one’s thoughts go immediately to the numerous biblical verses that
command taking care of strangers and aliens, but the LXX in these places uses not xenos but
proselutos (English “proselyte”). Heb 13:2, however, does use the participial form of xem?n.
to be a stranger: “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have
entertained angels without knowing it,” a reference to Abraham and Sarah who welcome the two
visitors (Gen 18).
66 Eat: here the word is the more usual phago.
67 Wanting to fulfill: literally “keeping the word” (tere'o + ldgos)\ see Arsenius 7 and the
note there. In the NT, tlre'd has a number of meanings: “keep watch over, guard”; “keep, hold,
reserve, preserve” ; “keep, observe, fulfill, pay attention to” (Bauer 1002a~!002b). See especially
Jn 15:9: “If you keep [tereo] my commandments. . . .”
68 When he reached Abba Arsenius’ cell: I have added this phrase as a segue.
69 Visitors, xenos: or “strangers,” as above.
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He said, “No.”
Abba Arsenius said to him, “Why, then, did you not come earlier?
[96] He said, “Because you told me to come when I finished
dividing the palm branches and, doing what you had told me to do,701
didn’t come because I hadn’t yet finished my work.”
The elder marveled at his conscientiousness and said to him,
“Break your fast earlier so you can keep your synaxis,1' and drink
some water. If you do not, you will quickly get sick.”72
25. Abba Arsenius one time went to visit the monastic community.
There were reeds there, and they were being moved by the wind. The
elder said to the brothers, “What is this commotion?”73
They said, “They’re reeds.”
So the elder said to them, “Of course. If someone is sitting in
contemplative quiet and hears the chirping of a sparrow, his heart no
longer rests in contemplative quiet.74 How much more is that true of
you, who have the commotion of these reeds?”75
26. Abba Daniel used to tell about76 some brothers who wanted
to go to the Thebaid77 to get some linen.78 They said, “Let’s take this
opportunity to see Abba Arsenius,79 too.”

70 Doing what you had told me to do, tereo + logos: see “wanting to fulfill” above and the
note.
11 Synaxis: see Arsenius 16 and the note there.
7- You will quickly get sick: literally “your body will quickly get sick [or: weak]; astheneo.”
73 Commotion: seismos, as with English “seismic,” can also indicate an earthquake.
74 Contemplative quiet, hesychia. See Arsenius 2 and the note there.
75 How much more . . . : the sentence can also read “How much more is that true of you,
who have the commotion of these reeds!”
76 Abba Daniel used to tell about: literally “Abba Daniel would/used to say.” See Arsenius
23 and the n. there.
77 The Thebaid was “the administrative unit of southernmost Egypt,” named after the
Pharaonic city Thebes (Luxor); Thebes “remained a significant provincial city in Late Antiquity”
(Jitse H. F. Dijkstra, “Thebes and the Thebaid,” ODLA 2:1470). For an extensive treatment, see
Chapter 7, “The Theban Region,” in Roger S. Bagnall and Dominic W. Rathbone, Egypt from
Alexander to the Early Christians: An Archaeological and Historical Guide (Los Angeles: The
J. Paul Getty Museum, 2004), 1S3-208.
78 Linen, linarion (plural here): a diminutive of llnon, “anything made from flax” (Lampe
1051b). So, here, possibly “thread,” with another possibility being linen sails (Lampe). In the
New Testament llnon can mean “lamp-wick,” “linen garment,” or “fish-net” (Bauer 596b).
Because of the ambiguity, 1 have rendered it more generally as “linen,” which means some
linen product. See Marie-Helene Rutschowscaya, “Textiles, Coptic,” CE 2 2 10b-2230b. Naphtali
Lewis notes that “Egypt was famous for two of its manufactures, linen and papyrus." Lewis, Life
in Egypt under Roman Rule (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), 134.
TOThe sayings do not say or suggest that Arsenius was in the Thebaid, but Arsenius 32 says
that the elder went to the southern Sinai. Perhaps these brothers were coming from the north and
stopped to see Arsenius in Scetis.
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After they had arrived,80 Abba Alexander entered Abba Arsenius’ cell
and said to the elder, “Brothers have come from Alexandria who want
to see you.”
The elder said, “Find out from them the reason for their visit.”
When he found out that they had come to the Thebaid to buy linen, he
told the elder.
Abba Arsenius said, “They are certainly not going to see the face
of Arsenius: they have not come on account of me but on account of
their work. Let them rest, and send them off in peace, saying to them,
‘The elder is unable to meet with you.’”
27. A certain brother left his monastery to go see Abba Arsenius
in his cell in Scetis. He was looking through a small window and saw
the elder completely like fire.81 (The brother was worthy to see this.)
When he knocked, the elder came out, saw that the brother was
standing there utterly astonished,82 and said to him, “Have you been
knocking a long time? You did not see anything here, did you?”
He said, “No.”
So, after talking with him, the elder sent him off.
28. One time when Abba Arsenius was living in Canopus,83 a
very wealthy woman, one who was a virgin and of senatorial rank84
and who feared God,85 came from Rome to see him.86 Archbishop
Theophilus87 received her. She implored him to persuade the elder to
receive her. The Archbishop went to him and implored him to receive
80 After they had arrived: I have added this phrase for continuity.
81 In AlphAP Joseph of Panephysis 7, Abba Lot goes to see Abba Joseph and says to him,
“Abba, to the best of my ability I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live a
life of contemplative solitude and, to the best of my ability, I purify my thoughts. What else, then,
can I do?” Joseph “stood up and stretched his hands towards heaven. His fingers became like ten
lamps of fire and he said to him, ‘If you want to, become all flame.’”
82 Utterly astonished, ekthambeomar. in Mk 9:15 when a crowd sees Jesus, “they were
immediately overcome with awe." In Acts 3:1-11, when a crowd sees Peter heal a lame man who
then jumps up and walks, they are “utterly astonished [ekthambos]” (see Bauer 303a).
85
Canopus was “a city located on the northern coast of the western Delta, 15 miles (24
km) northeast of Alexandria . . . . Rufinus (Historia ecclesiastica 2.26-27) relates that in his
day (second half of the fourth century) the Egyptian god Serapis still held sway in Canopus. . . .
Jerome relates that monks from the monasteries of Pachomius settled in Canopus and followed
the Pachomian rule. . . . In order to avoid the pagan associations evoked by the name Canopus,
the monks changed the name of their dwelling to Monastery of the Metanoia” (Randall Stewart,
“Abuqir [Canopus],” CE 3 lb—32a). This monastery was most likely outside of, not in, Canopus.
Arsenius 42 says that he spent three years in Canopus but does not specify this monastery.
84 Of senatorial rank: synkletiki\ see the Introduction.
85 Feared God: the fear of God or the Lord is a common theme in both the HB and NT; see
Ex 18:21; Dt 31:12-13; 2 Cor 7:1; and I Pt 2:17.
86 The stories of high-ranking women like Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger give
credence to this story; see ODLA II: 1000 for entries on both.
87 Archbishop Theophilus: see Arsenius 7 and the note there.
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her, saying, “A certain woman,88 of senatorial rank, has come from
Rome and wants to see you.”
But the elder did not receive her or meet with her. When the
Archbishop conveyed to her the elder’s response, she ordered the
horses and pack animals to be readied, saying, “I trust89 in God to
see him. To be sure, I have not come to see just anyone;90 we have
numbers of people in our city. No, I have come to see a prophet.”91
When she drew near the elder’s cell, by the governing grace of
God92 the elder happened to be outside. When she saw him, she threw
herself at his feet. He raised her up to her feet—angry. Regarding her,
he said, “If you want to see93 my face, [97] look: here it is.”
She, out of modesty,94 would not look into his face.95
The elder said to her, “Have you not heard about the work I do?
Look to that, then. How did you have the courage96 to make such a
long voyage? Do you not know that you are a woman? Do you not
know you should never go anywherel Or did you come so that when
you go back to Rome you can say to the other women ‘I have seen
Arsenius!’ so that they as a result will turn the sea into a roadway filled
with women coming to see me?”

88 A certain woman: e dei'na: dei'na is different from the usual tis, “someone, a certain
person.” Lampe 355a: ‘“ such a one,’ used to indicate that the name of the person is to be inserted
by the reader or speaker, Latin and English ‘N .’”
89 Trust, pisteuo: or “I believe (in)” or “I have faith [ptsfi's].”
90 I have not come to see just anyone: literally “I have not come to see a person” (anthropos).
“People” then translates the plural.
91 Thus, the import of her words could be: I have not come to see a human being; I have
come to see something more than a mere human being: a prophet.
92 By the governing grace of God: or “in accordance with God’s plan.” Governing grace/
plan: oikonomia, cognate with oikos, “house,” primarily means "management, governance,
supervision.” An oikonomos is a “steward, manager.” Oikonomia can also mean “dispensation,
ordering” and “divine grace or operation in the sacraments” (Lampe 940b-943a). Bauer 697b,
citing Eph 3:9, suggests “state of being arranged, order, plan” and “of God’s unique plan . . . plan
of salvation, i.e. arrangements fo r redemption o f humans.”
93 See, horao: there is a play on words here. Twice earlier, the verb “see” has the idea, as
in English, of “meet with.” Here it is literal: Arsenius is allowing the woman to see his face, but
the reader does not yet know whether he will allow her to meet with him. On Arsenius’ modesty,
see Arsenius 26 and 42.
94 Modesty: aischune, “modesty, reverence to someone,” just as appropriately means
“shame” or, not likely here, even “disgrace” (Bauer 29b-30a). On the sociology of an honorshame society in late antiquity, see Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), “Honor-Shame
Societies,” 369-372.
95 Would not look into his face: or “meet eyes with him.” Katanoeo seems unusual here:
“to contemplate,” and its noun, katanoesis, “intellectual comprehension,” “contemplation” of
God or divine truth (Lampe 713a; Bauer 522b).
96 Have the courage, tolmdo: or “dare.”
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She said, “If the Lord wills it, I will not allow anyone to come
here. But, please, pray for me, and remember me always.”97
He responded by saying to her, “1 pray to God that memory of you
be eradicated from my heart!”
After hearing this, she left, shaken.98
When she returned to the city, in her distress and grief she became
feverish, and blessed Archbishop Theophilus was informed that she
was ill. Coming to visit her, he urged her to tell him what had happened.
She said to him, “I wish I had not gone to visit him in Egypt! When
I said to the elder ‘Remember me,’ he said to me ‘I pray to God that
memory of you be eradicated from my heart!’ And now look! I am
dying of grief.”
The Archbishop said to her, “Do you not know that you are a
woman? And that because of women the Enemy99 wages war against
the saints? This was why the elder said that. He is praying for your
soul all the time.”100
On account of this, therefore, her attitude101 was healed, and she
returned to her home and family with joy.
29. Abba Daniel told this story about Abba Arsenius: One time
an official on the staff of the magister ojficiorum102 brought the will
of a certain high official,103 a relative of Arsenius. The official had left
Arsenius an exceedingly large inheritance.
Taking the will, Arsenius was about to tear it in two. The official
fell at Arsenius’ feet, saying, “I beg you, do not tear it apart! If you do,
they will behead me!”
Abba Arsenius said to him, “/ died before he did; he died just
now.” He did not accept the will, and handed it back.
97 On the implied efficacy of the holy person’s presence, thoughts, and prayers, see Peter
Brown, The Cult o f the Saints (Chicago: University of Chicago Press; enlarged edition. 2014).
But see also Life o f Antony 90 (Vivian and Athanassakis, 249).
98 Shaken: tarasso has a wide range of meanings; in Mt 14:26 the word indicates what
the disciples experience when they see Jesus calm the waters and walk on the water. Bauer
990b-991a offers these synonyms for various biblical passages: “to cause inner turmoil, stir
up, disturb, unsettle, throw into confusion." In the passive voice, as here, it means “be troubled,
frightened, terrified.” See Arsenius 40.
99 The Enemy, echthros, that is, Satan or the Devil: literally “the hated one.” See Lk 10:19.
100 All the time (diapantos): she had earlier asked him to pray for her always (diapdntos),
so the Archbishop’s word picks up her earlier request—but not for the reason she probably
intended.
101 Attitude, logismos: see Arsenius 6 and the note there on “attitude.”
102 Magister ojficiorum was “an official [office] created by Constantine . . . . He controlled
the imperial couriers (agentes in rebus) and the inspectors of the post (curiosi) . . . and issued
postal warrants (evectiones)” (OCD 638b).
103 High official: synkletikos indicates a senator in Rome or Constantinople or a high
official elsewhere. In Arsenius 28, the wife of a Roman senator (synkletik?) visits Arsenius.
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30. Again they used to say about him that late in the day on Saturday,
when Sunday’s dawn was approaching,104 he would put the sun at his
back, facing east, and stretch out his hands to heaven as he prayed, until
the sun once more shone on his face. This is the way he lived.
31. They used to say about Abba Arsenius and Abba Theodore
of Pherme105 that, more than anything else, they hated it when people
praised them. Abba Arsenius, for his part, would not readily go to
meet someone, while Abba Theodore would meet with people—but
he was like a sword, long and broad.
32. One time when Abba Arsenius was living lower down in
Egypt,106 and was being mobbed by people there, it seemed to him [100]
that he ought to leave107 his cell. Taking nothing from there with him, he
went to the Pharanite disciples Alexander and Zoilos.108 When there, he
said to Alexander, “Get up, sail north.” And he did so. To Zoilos he said,
“Come with me to the Nile109 and find me a boat sailing downstream for
Alexandria. This way you will sail to find your brother.”
Zoilos, upset110 at what Arsenius had said, kept silent. And so he
and Arsenius went their separate ways. The elder went downstream
to the region of Alexandria111 and became sick and very weak. The
attendants112 there said to one another, “Maybe one of us saddened the
elder and that’s why he separated himself from us,” but between them
104 Saturday and Sunday: in patristic and Modem Greek, Saturday and Sunday, as well as
Friday, retain biblical resonances: Saturday and Sunday are Sabbato and KuriakS (the Lord’s
Day), respectively; Friday is ParaskeuS (preparation; the day before the Sabbath).
105Theodore (or Theodorus) of Pherme was “an anchorite of the fourth-fifth century.
Several persons named Theodorus are mentioned in the Apophthegmata Patrum, but the only
one of whom much is said is the Theodorus customarily described as ‘of Pherme’ because he
lived there for the greater part of his life. Fie had been a monk at Scetis and withdrew to Pherme,
some 20 miles (30 km) to the northwest, when Scetis was devastated by the Mazices in 407” (CE
2239b).
Lower down in Egypt: because the Nile flows south to north, “lower” indicates
“northern” in Egypt. Technically, Abba Arsenius would be between the Wadi Natrun and
Alexandria, but it is vague here, “once upon a place,” as it were. In Arsenius 34 he is in “Petra of
Troe.”
"I7 Leave: kataleipo in addition to meaning “relinquish, leave behind,” can also mean
“abandon, forsake” and “give up, renounce” (Lampe 710b). Bauer 520b-521 does not suggest
that it has the stronger meanings in the NT: “leave behind.”
108 Pharan (Faran) is an “oasis in the south of the Sinai Peninsula, a little to the north of
the town of al-Tur (Raithou) and to the west of the Greek monastery of Saint Catherine” (CE
1925b-1953a); “a wilderness . .. with anchorites at the beginning of the 5lh century, and an oasis
city with a bishop by the late 4lh/early 5,h century, visited by Egeria” (ODLA 2:1182).
109 Nile: monastic literature designates the Nile “the River.”
110 Upset, tarasso: see Arsenius 28 and the note there.
111 The region of Alexandria: Arsenius 42 says that he spent “three years in Canopus of
Alexandria.” See the note there.
112 Attendants, diakoneth (diakonos: “deacon”) those who attended to a senior monk in a
monastery (Lampe 351a).
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they could not figure out the reason—nor did they ever find out the
reason, even by chance.
When he got well, the elder said, “It is time for me to go see my
fathers.” So he left; sailing upstream, he went to Petras"3 where those
who tended to him were. Since he was near the Nile, a certain young
Ethiopian girl"4 came and touched his sheepskin coat."5
The elder rebuked her, so the young girl said to him, “If you’re a
monk, go to the monastery.”
The elder, stung to the heart"6 at what she had said, was thinking
to himself, “Arsenius, if you are a monk, go to the monastery!”
And there Alexander and Zoi'los met him, and fell at his feet. The
elder, too, then threw himself to the ground, and all of them were
weeping. The elder said, “Did you not hear that I was sick?”
They said to him, “Yes.”
The elder said, “So why did you not come see me?”
Abba Alexander said, “The reason for your separating from us
wasn’t plausible, and a lot of people got nothing edifying from it,
saying, ‘If they hadn’t disobeyed the elder, he wouldn’t have separated
from them.’”
He said to them, “So, people are going to say once again that the
dove has not found a resting place for her feet and has returned"7 to
Noah in the ark.”" 8
And so they were reconciled,"9 and he remained with them until
his death.
33. Abba Daniel said: Abba Arsenius told us a story as though he
were talking about someone else, although he may have been talking
113 Petras: possibly Petra, Jabal Khashm al-Qu’ud, a “mountainous site about 20 miles
to the west of the Wadi al-Natrun, that is to say, from the salty lake farthest to the west” (CE
1315 b—1316a).
114 Young girl: paidiski, from pais, “child," can also mean “young slave” or even
“courtesan” (LSJ 1287b).
115 Sheepskin coat, melote: in Life o f Antony 92.1, before his death, Antony leaves his
sheepskin coat and worn-out cloak to his disciples, “who keep them and treat them as great
valuables.” See Vivian and Athanassakis, trans.. The Life o f Antony, 255. See Arsenius 42.
116 Stung to the heart: the base meaning of katanussomai is “to sting, prick, goad,” and the
cognate adjective katanuktikos can indicate a “piercing bird song,” then “causing compunction,
heart-searching,” so I have used the metaphor “stung to the heart” to capture the sense. In
patristic Greek, katanussomai can specifically indicate “of moving to repentance.” Its noun,
katanuxis, means “compunction,” so “stab of conscience” and “conscience-stricken” are good
(all Lampe 713a).
117 Has not found . . . and has returned: or “did not find . . . and returned.”
118 Genesis 8:9. The Greek is a direct quote from the LXX.
119 They were reconciled, therapeuo'. the usual meaning is “heal” (thus English “therapy”);
thus “they were healed.” The verb can also mean “reconcile, make restitution, smooth something
out” (Lampe 645a).
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about himself: A certain elder was sitting in his cell when a voice came
to him,120 saying, “Come on, I will show you what human beings do.” 121
So he got up and left. The voice brought him away to such-and-such
a place and showed him an Ethiopian chopping wood; he was stacking
so much wood in a carrier that it was almost too heavy to bear.122 In fact,
he was trying to carry it, but he could not. But instead of removing some
wood from the load, he set about once again cutting wood—and adding
it to the load. And he went on doing this for a long time.
Going on a little further,123the voice showed him another person,124
this one standing beside a lake; he was pulling buckets of water from
the lake and pouring the water into a large jar full of holes—and the
water poured out, back into the lake.
The voice said to him again, “Come on, I will show you something
else.” And the elder found himself looking at a temple, and two men
seated on horses, and they were carrying a crossbeam between them.
They wanted to go in through the doorway but could not because the
wood, carried like that, would not go through the door. But neither
one would lower himself125 and ride behind [101] the other in order to
carry the wood together to the side—so there they remained, outside
the door.
“These are those who,” the voice said,126 “bear things as if they
were carrying the yoke127 of righteousness—but they do so with
arrogance: they have not humbled themselves and put themselves

120 When a voice came to him: see Arsenius 1, 2, and 33.
121 What human beings do: literally “the works [ta erga] that human beings do.” The
singular, to ergon, means “work,” a work that someone does, as in Jms 2:14-26. It is an important
monastic term. So, here, the monks already do good and salubrious work(s). The works that
humans do, although (as we will find out), are anti-works.
122Too heavy to bear: the key word in this sentence is phortion, from phero, “to carry,
bear,” which I have translated “carrier” here. Phortion evolved into “hard to carry, bear.” The
adjective phortikos means “burdensome, hard to bear” (Lampe 488b). In the NT phortion
neutrally means “load” (Acts 27:10) and also “burden” (Mt 23:4; Lk 11:46ab; Gal 6:5).
123 Going on a little further: the Greek is clear that it is the voice “going on.”
124 Person, anthropos: the singular of anthropoi, translated as “human beings” above.
125 Lower himself, tapeinoo: a monastic listener would immediately get the point. The
noun, tapeinos, means “humility, modesty” (Lampe 1373b), a key monastic virtue. In the Gospels
the words specifically refer to Jesus (Mt 11:29; 21:5); in Lk 14:11 Jesus says that “those who
humble themselves will be exalted.” Perhaps the key Christological passage is Phil 2:8 where
Paul, probably echoing an early hymn, says Christ “humbled himself and became obedient to the
point of death, even death on the cross.” Being humble, therefore, is to emulate Christ, Christ’s
“path of humility” a bit further.
126 Said: without a noun or pronoun, the verb is ambiguous: it could refer to the voice or
Arsenius, or even Daniel.
127 Yoke, xulon: “wood” above. In the NT it can mean “cross” (see, for example, Acts 5:30,
10:39; Gal 3:13).
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right128 and traveled Christ’s path o f humility. They, therefore, remain
outside the Kingdom o f God.
“The person cutting wood has a multitude o f sins and, instead o f
repenting, he piles on top o f his sins transgression after transgression.129
“The person drawing water is doing good works but, since he is
compounded with evil,130 he has lost his good works.
So, then, every person must be sober-minded, keeping control131
o f him self in everything he d oes132 so he does not labor in vain.133
34. Abba Daniel told the story that one time some o f the fathers
came from Alexandria to see Abba Arsenius, and one o f them was the
uncle o f Timothy,134 former Archbishop o f Alexandria, who had been
called “the poor.”135 He had one o f his nephews with him.
The elder at that time was sick and did not want136 to meet them,
fearing that others would come and cause him a great deal o f trouble.137
(At that time he was in Petra o f Troe.)138 So they returned, disappointed.
There occurred an invasion o f barbarians,139 so he left140 and
stayed in Lower Egypt. The people heard about this and once again
came to see him. With joy he welcomed them, and the brother who

128 Put themselves right: diorthoo (orthos: “straight, right,” as in English “orthodoxy”)
especially means “moral or spiritual amendment” (Lampe 373b).
129Transgression, anomi'a: literally “not law, without law,” therefore “lawlessness”
(English “anomie”); Bauer 85a-85b prefers “a lawless deed.” In fact, one scholar has suggested
that the Lawless One (ho anthropos tls anomt'as) in 2 Th 2:3 is a translation of Beliar. a name in
patristic Greek used for an “antichrist” (173b).
130 Since he is compounded with evil: this is a difficult phrase. It might suggest the
possibility that one can be free of evil; or that all humans are evil (at least in part); or, the person
is doing evil deeds. See the next sentence.
131 Sober-minded, keeping control, nSpho: I have used both phrases to capture the sense.
The verb means “not drinking wine," therefore “sober.” For the use in the NT, Bauer 672b offers
“be well-balanced, self-controlled.” In the NT it occurs only in 1 T h(3:3,8); 1 Pt (1:13; 5:8); and
2 Tim 4:5.
132 In everything he does: in all his works, ergon. See Arsenius 9.
133 labor in vain, kenon kopiazo: Phil 2:16; 1 Th 3:5.
134 Timothy of Alexandria: an elderly monk elected as Archbishop, serving from 380-385
(CE 2263).
135 “The poor,” aktlmenos: literally “without possessions.” The usual word for “poor” in
the NT and monastic literature is ptSchos. Aktlmenos here points to a person of high estate who
gives up everything (see Mt 19:21). Lampe 67b notes that the word also designates one who is
“spiritually poor, detached,” and cites Evagrius: “ Blessed is the mind that at the time of prayer
becomes numinous [or: spiritual] and detached.”
136 Did not want, ouk ethe'lo: or “refused.”
137Trouble, parenochlls: the root of the verb is ochlos, “crowd, mob.” See “mobbed" in
Arsenius 32. In the NT, at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15), James says to the assembly that
the Jewish followers of Jesus “should not trouble those Gentiles who are turning to God.”
138 Petra of Troe: see Arsenius 32 and 34 and the nn. there.
139 Scetis was raided by barbarians in 407, 434, and 444; see Arsenius 21 and the n. there.
140 Left: using the variant reading elthdn instead of the text’s the'ldn (“wanted/wanting to”).
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was with them said, “Don’t you know, father, that we came to see you
in Troe and you didn’t greet us?”
The elder said to them, “All of you ate141 bread and drank water. I,
on the other hand, my child, as is my nature, tasted neither bread nor
water; nor did I sit down with you to eat,142 punishing myself until I
was sure that you had reached your destination. I did this because it
was on account of me that you had gone to all that trouble. But now,
please forgive me, brothers.”
Comforted,143 they returned home.
35. Abba Daniel used to say, “Abba Arsenius summoned me one
day and said to me, ‘Help your Father be at peace'44 so that when he
leaves to be with the Lord he will appeal145 to the Lord on your behalf,
and things will go well with you.”
36. They used to say about Abba Arsenius that he was sick one time
in Scetis. The priest came, got him, took him back to the monastery,146
and brought him inside the church; he placed him on a mat, and put
a small pillow under his head. And here is what happened: one of the
elders came to look in on him. When he saw Abba Arsenius lying on
the mat, with a pillow under his head, he was scandalized and said,
“This is Abba Arsenius!147And he’s lying here on a mat with a pillow!”
Taking the elder aside, the priest said to him, “What work did you
do in your village?”
The elder said, “I was a shepherd.”148
“So, what was your life like?” the priest asked.
“It was a very hard life.”
141 Ate: “tasted”; see immediately below for “tasted,” which is the more cutting word in
Arsenius’ reply, and Arsenius 24 and the note there.
142 Sit down with you to eat: I have supplied “to eat.” The phrase can also mean “sit (to
meet) with you.”
143 Comforted, parakaleo: or “encouraged.” See Arsenius 22 and the note for “comfort
and consolation.” In Jn 14:16 Jesus tells the disciples that he will send “another Paraclete
iparakletas]." usually translated “advocate, intercessor, spokesman”: “comforter, consoler”
(Lampe 1018b). In Mt 2:18 and 5:4, in the context of mourning, the verb means “comforted.”
144 Be at peace, anapauseo: the noun is andpausis; see Arsenius 12, where the translation
is “at peace,” and the note there.
145 Appeal: parakaleo again, “advocate for you.”
146 Got him, took him back to the monastery: I have added these words for continuity;
presumably, Arsenius was in his cell 32 miles away.
147 “This is Abba Arsenius”: or “Is this Abba Arsenius?”
148 Shepherd, poim in: the tale could intend a huge irony here. The word for “shepherd”
here is the same as the Gospel of John uses in the parable of the sheepfold and the good shepherd
(Jn 10:1-21). Jesus, then, is the good shepherd, as opposed to this judgmental elder who is,
metaphorically, a bad shepherd. A monastic audience might hear an additional irony: Poimen
(Poemen) was one of the greatest abbas of early monasticism; he has 186 sayings in the AlphAP,
as well as 23 in the SysAP.
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The priest said to him, “So, what’s your life like now in your cell?”
He said, “I have a much more restful life now.”149
The priest said to him, “Do you see Abba Arsenius here? [104]
He was the tutor150 of emperors151 when he lived in the world and
thousands of slaves with gold waistbands, all wearing golden armlets
and silken clothing, waited on him. Extremely valuable carpets lay
beneath his feet. But you, as a shepherd, while living in the world, did
not have the comfort152 you now have. Arsenius here had luxuries in
the world; he does not have them here. Look: you are at peace.153And
Arsenius over there is in distress.”
When the elder heard what the priest was saying, he was
conscience-stricken,154 he repented and begged for forgiveness,155
saying, “Forgive me, father, I have sinned.156 You are right: this is the
true path.157 This man came from riches to lowliness and humbleness
while I came from hardship to comfort and rest.”
Benefitting from this, the elder departed.
37. One of the fathers came to see Abba Arsenius and, when he
knocked on the door, the elder opened it, thinking that it was one of the
monks who ministered to him. When Abba Arsenius saw that it was
someone else, he fell on his face.
The father said to him, “Stand up, abba, so I can greet you.”
The elder said to him, “I am not getting up unless you leave.”
Although the father at length urged him to get up, Abba Arsenius
would not until the elder had left.
1491 have a much more restful life now, anapauomai: see Arsenius 12 and the note there
and Arsenius 35.
150 Tutor: pater is “father.” 1 have not found “tutor” as a meaning for pater, I am following
Evelyn-White. 123, 162.
151 Emperors: Arcadius and Honorius; see Arsenius 42 and the note there.
152 Comfort, andpausis: the noun cognate with anapauomai, translated as “having a restful
life” earlier in the saying. See Arsenius 12 and the note there and Arsenius 35. See Arsenius 18
for Arsenius’ asceticism with regard to his former, luxurious, life.
153 You are at peace, anapauo: the verb is cognate with andpausis. See the previous notes.
154 Conscience-stricken, katanusso: see Arsenius 32, “stung to the heart,” and the note
there.
155 He repented and begged for forgiveness: metanoia means both “repentance” and
“forgiveness,” so I have used both words here. See Arsenius 23.
1561 have sinned: Greek can distinguish between a simple past action (aorist past), “I
sinned” and, as here, a past action with ongoing consequences (present perfect): the perfect here
says, “I have sinned (and I stand before you a sinner).” In Greek, “he is dead” is “he has died (and
remains dead),” present perfect. In Jn 19:30 Jesus on the cross utters, “It is finished” (tetelestai <
teleO). It can mean “it is finished,” but a better rendering is “it is consummated/completed”: my
work is brought to completion (and its effect will continue).
157True path, alethine hodds'. in Jn 14:6 Jesus says “I am the way [hodds], the truth
\aletheia]. and the life [zo£].’’ At the beginning of the sentence I have translated alethds. “truly,”
as “You are right.”
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38. They used to say about a certain brother that he would come
to Scetis to see Abba Arsenius and, going into the church, would urge
the clergy to take him to meet with the elder.
So they would say to him, “Rest a little, brother, and eat
something,158 and you will see him.”
But he said, “I won’t eat anything unless I first meet with him.”
So they sent a brother [105] to go with him because Abba Arsenius’
cell was far away.159After they had arrived, they knocked on the door
and went in; after greeting160 the elder, they sat down and remained
silent. The brother from the church said, “I ’m leaving. Pray for me.”
When the brother, the foreigner, discovered that he did not have
the confidence or courage161 to approach the elder, he said to the
brother, “I’m going with you!” So they left together.
Now the foreigner fervently said to the brother, “Take me also to
see Abba Moses,162 who used to run with bandits.”163
So they went to see Abba Moses. He welcomed them with joy
and, receiving them with kindness,164 sent them on their way.
The brother who had brought the visitor to see Abba Moses
said to the guest, “You see? I took you to the foreigner165 and to the
Egyptian.166 Which of them pleased you more?”
He responded by saying, “So far I’ve gotten more out of seeing
the Egyptian.”
138 Rest a little, brother, and eat something: 1 have added “and eat something” because the
monastic practice was to first feed a visitor, and because of the visitor’s response coming up.
159 Arsenius 21 says that his cell “was 32 miles distant.”
160 Greeting, aspdzomai: or “embracing, hugging.”
161 Confidence: parresla has a wide range of meanings, so 1 have used two words to render
it: “a use of speech that conceals nothing and passes over nothing, outspokenness, frankness,
p l a i n n e s s “a state of boldness and confidence, courage, boldness, fearlessness” (Bauer
78 la-78 lb). Paul uses the term often: 2 Cor 7:4 and 3:12; Phil 1:20; Philem 8; and in the Pauline
or Deutero-Pauline Eph 3:12; 6:19.
162 Abba Moses: also known as “Moses the Black” (d. 407), was an “anchorite and martyr
and the most famous of the monks called M oses.. . . He was a former black slave who had been
dismissed by his master ‘because of his immorality and acts of highway robbery.’ When he
became a monk at Scetis, he was subjected to violent assaults by demons, but he triumphed over
these.” (Lucien Regnault, “Moses the Black, Saint,” CE 168la -1 68lb).
163 Bandits, lestSs: Bauer 594a correctly points out that lestSs, etymologically connected
with the word for “booty, spoils,” does not mean a simple thief: “robber, highwayman, bandit”;
“revolutionary, insurrectionist, guerrilla.” So, Jesus was crucified not with two thieves but with
two bandits/insurrectionists (Mt 27:38; Jn 18:40 identifies Barabbas as a bandit).
164 Kindness: philophoneo can also mean “receive with honor” (Lampe 1484b-1485a). A
variant reading (PG 65:105, n. 33) has philoxeni'zo, “welcome as a stranger.” This verb does not
occur in the NT but its cognate nouns do, meaning “hospitality,” “hospitable” (Bauer 1058b).
165 Foreigner, xenikos; see the previous note.
The foreigner and to the Egyptian: that is, Arsenius and Moses, respectively. It is
interesting that the monk refers to Moses, an Ethiopian, as an Egyptian.
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When one of the fathers heard about these matters, he prayed to
God, saying, “Lord, show me what this means: one flees from people
for your name’s sake, while the other one welcomes people with open
arms for your name’s sake.” 167
And suddenly he was shown two great ships on the Nile: he
saw Abba Arsenius and the Spirit of G od168 sailing together169 in
contemplative quiet.170 He also saw Abba Moses and the angels of
God sailing together, and they were feeding him honeycombs.
39. Abba Daniel used to say that when Abba Arsenius was going to
die soon he gave us an order, saying, “Do not worry about holding an
agape 171 on my behalf: if I have done an agape, an act of compassionate
charity that also benefitted me, I will be able to find it there.” 172
17340. When Abba Arsenius was going to die soon, his disciples
were upset.174 He said to them, “My hour has not yet come;175 when the
hour does come, I will let you know. I will be judged, along with you,
at the fearful judgment seat176 if you give my remains to anyone.” 177
They said, “What should we do, then? We don’t know how to do
a burial.”178

167 For your name’s sake: the phrase is used of God often in the HB, especially in the
Psalms and the Prophets; in Mt 19:29 Jesus uses it of himself. See Arsenius 20 and the note there.
168The Spirit of God: “the Spirit of God” and “Spirit of the Lord” occur often in the HB
(Num 24:2; Is 11:2), especially in Judges. In Mt 3:16, at his baptism Jesus sees “the Spirit of God
descending on him" and in Lk 4:18 says “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me.”
169 Sailing together: the idea of sailing “as one” is also present.
170 Contemplative quiet, hesyehia: see Arsenius 2 and the note there and Arsenius 25 and 44.
171 Agape, love: as a technical term, “denoting a common meal of fellowship to which the
poor were invited or from which distribution was made to those supported by the Church. . .”
(Lampe 8a). See Jude 12; Bauer 7a notes that “the details are not discussed in the NT, although
Paul implicitly refers to it in 1 Cor 11:17-33.” Below and in Arsenius 11 and 20, it indicates “an
act of love or charity,” especially of helping those in need.
172 The Greek of Arsenius’ response is elliptical and not perfectly clear to me. My
translation is more of a paraphrase that I hope has captured the sense. I have added “there,”
presumably meaning heaven, as does Wortley, 51.
1731 believe Arsenius 40 has three distinct sayings that have coalesced, so I have used 40b
and 40c for the latter two.
174 Were upset, tarasso: see Arsenius 28 (“shaken”) and the n. there.
175 My hour has not yet come: see Jn 2:4.
176 Fearful judgment seat: a variant reading offers “the judgment seat of Christ” (PG
65:105, n. 43), which Wortley, 51, adopts. See Rom 14:10 and 2 Cor 5:10; the HB refers to the
“mercy seat” (Ex 25:17; 40:20), as does Heb 9:5.
177 It is possible that Arsenius is fending off having his remains become relics. As Peter
Brown notes in The Cult o f the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago:
Chicago UP, 1981), 1: “The cult of the saints, as it emerged in late antiquity, became part and
parcel of the succeeding millennium of Christian history.”
178 This seems odd; perhaps it is a stage prop to further the narrative.
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The elder said to them, “Do you not know how to throw a rope
around my foot and drag me to the monastery?”179
I8°(40b) This was what Arsenius said: “Arsenius, why did you
leave the world?”181
And he replied, “I have often regretted182 having spoken—having
kept silence, never.”
(40c) When he was about to die,183 the brothers saw him weeping,
so they said to him, “Are you too184 really afraid, father?”
He said to them, “Yes I am.”185The fear that is with me now in this
hour has been with me186 since I became a monk.”
So this way he went to his rest.187
18841. They used to say that as he sat doing his work his whole life,
he had a rag in his lap because of the tears that would fall from his eyes.
(41b) When Abba Poemen heard that Abba Arsenius had gone
to his rest, he wept and said, “Blessed are you, Abba Arsenius: you
wept and wailed for yourself in this world here. The person who does
not weep and wail for himself here will do so there, eternally.189 So
whether someone weeps and wails here, willingly, or there, because of
torments,190 it’s impossible not to mourn and lament.”191

179 Monastery: dros means “mountain,” but came to mean also “a monastic community,”
hence a monastery. Since Arsenius lived 32 miles away from the community (see Arsenius 21
and the n. there), I am taking his last wishes to mean he wants to be taken to the monastery for
burial. But it could also mean away from the monastery, to a (distant) mountain (though, in
Egypt, not a “mountain” as we commonly understand the word).
180 It is not clear here who the speaker/s is/are. I have translated it as Arsenius speaking
to himself and replying; an alternative translation could have an unidentified elder saying,
“Arsenius, why did you leave the world?” and Arsenius replies.
181 Leave: since exerchomai can mean to leave secular life (Lampe 495b), and since this is
a major theme in early monasticism, I have added “the world.”
182 Regretted, metamel(e)0: the cognate noun metameleia means “repentance, penitence”
(Lampe 853b).
183 When he was about to die: An alternative reading (PG 106. n. 44) has “give up the
spirit,” which Wortley, 51, adopts.
184Too: “too” translates ka(, which can also mean “even,” thus giving us “Are even you
afraid?” Both meanings are highly likely here.
185 Yes I am: en aletheia(i): “truly,” which I have earlier translated as “really.”
186This hour has been with me: perhaps an allusion to Mk 14:35.
187 Went to his rest, koimaomai, “to fall asleep.” a euphemism.
188 It is possible that here, too, we have two separate sayings, joined together by the theme
of weeping.
189 Eternally: see Mt 18:8; 25:41; 25:46.
190Torments: basanos can also mean “torture” and the act of torture used to question a
prisoner (LSJ 309a; “inquiry by torture”).
191 Mourn and lament: once again “weep and wail.”
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42. Abba Daniel used to relate these details192 about Abba Arsenius: He
never wanted to speak about any problem of interpretation193 concerning
scripture, although he could have spoken if he had wanted to. Nor would
he readily write a letter. When he would come to church from time to
time, he would sit behind a pillar so [108] no one would see his face; nor
would he look at anyone else’s face. This was his practice, angelic, like
Jacob’s.194 His hair completely gray, he was noble in his bearing, austere195
in appearance. He had a long beard reaching almost to his belly. He had
lost his eyelashes due to his weeping.196 He was tall but was stooped over
from age. He died at the age of ninety-five.197 He had spent thirty years in
the palace of Theodosius the Great198 of godly memory, and became father
to the most godly Arcadius and Honorius.199
He spent forty years in Scetis and ten in Troe of Upper Babylon200
opposite Memphis, and three years in Canopus of Alexandria,201 then for
the other two years he returned to Troe, and there he went to his rest. He
completed his course in peace and in the fear of God because he was a good
man, one filled with the Holy Spirit and grace.202 He left me his coat made
of skins,203 shirt of white wool, and sandals of palm-fiber. Although I’m
192 Used to relate these details, diegeomai, translated earlier as “to tell a story,” but this
saying is more description than story.
191 Problem of interpretation: zStema, like zltSsis, can more neutrally mean “question,
inquiry,” especially about scripture, but often more particularly means “exegetical problems”
(Lampe 591b).
194 Possibly an allusion to Genesis 32:29 where Jacob, after wrestling the man, declares, “1
have seen God face to face” (that is, he has seen God’s face). Or, more remotely, Jacob’s dream
at Bethel, Gen 18:10-22.
195 Austere: xeros has a wide variety of meanings. Its basic meaning is “dry,” then “dried
out” as in “withered, lean, haggard,” and “fasting, austere” (LSJ 1190b). With regard to ascetic
practices, it is the adjective in “dry bread,” a monastic staple.
196 See Arsenius 41.
197 He died at the age of ninety-five: accepting the variant reading, PG 65:108, n. 46,
instead of “he was 95.” Ninety-five could be hagiographical, but very long monastic lives were
not uncommon; for example, Antony and Shenoute.
198 Theodosius 1, “the great,” was Augustus from 379-395 (ODLA 2:1483).
199 Arcadius and Honorius: sons of Theodosius and. later, emperors. Arcadius Flavius (c.
377-408) was the elder son of Theodosius and Eastern Roman emperor 395-408 (ODLA 1:119—
120); Honorius, the younger son (384-423), was the Western Roman emperor from 395—423
(ODLA 1:739-740). Both have entries in The Prosopography o f the Later Roman Empire, ed. A.
H. M. Jones, et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1971), 1:99 and 1:442, respectively.
200 Troe of Upper Babylon: on Troe see Arsenius 34 and the n. there. Upper Babylon: “the
oldest part of the city of Cairo . . . situated on the east bank of the Nile, to some extent on the
border between Upper and Lower Eg ypt . . . . In late antiquity ‘Babylon’ designated the settled
country between Heliopolis and the Roman fortress situated to the south” (CE 317a-323b).
201 Canopus of Alexandria: see Arsenius 28 and the n. there.
202 Filled with the Holy Spirit and grace: see Acts 11:24, which has “faith” instead of
“grace”; Acts 13:9.
203 See Life o f Antony 92.3 (Vivian and Athanassakis, 255). See Arsenius 32 and the note
for “sheepskin coat” there.
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unworthy, I’ve worn them that I might be blessed.
43. Abba Daniel also used to tell this story about Abba Arsenius:
One time he summoned my fathers, Abba Alexander and Abba Zoilos.204
Humbling himself, he said to them, “Since the demons205 wage war against
me and I do not know whether they are stealing me206 in my sleep, tonight
do your best to toil beside me and keep watch with me to see whether I doze
off during the night vigil.” So they sat with him, one at his right and one at
his left, keeping silent late into the night.
My fathers told me this: “We fell asleep and, when we woke up, we
couldn’t tell whether he had dozed off. Early in the morning (God knows if
he did this on his own so we’d think he had nodded off or if sleep really had
overcome him), he exhaled three deep breaths and immediately stood up,
saying, ‘I must have taken a nap.’ We responded, saying, ‘We don’t know.’”
44. Some elders came one time to see Abba Arsenius and urged him
over and over to let them meet with him. He opened the door for them, and
they urged him to tell them something beneficial207 about those living the
contemplative life208 who meet with no one.
The elder said to them, “When the virgin is in her father’s house, many
men come, wanting to woo her. But when she accepts one man, it does
not please209 all the others. Some despise her, while others applaud her.
Because of this, she does not have the honor she had formerly when she was
sequestered. So, too, with matters pertaining to the soul: once she210 makes
herself public, she will never make everybody happy.”
Arsenius S I211 They used to say about Abba Arsenius that no one could
understand212 his monastic way of life.213
204 Abba Alexander and Abba Zoilos: see Arsenius 32.
205 On demons, see also Arsenius 3 and 11.
206 Stealing, klepto: the translation here is literal. Perhaps “stealing my soul” or “stealing
from me.” Or, perhaps, the demons are snatching him away physically as well as spiritually.
207 Tell them something beneficial: speak to them a word (logos). See Arsenius 7 and the n.
to “edifying.”
208 Living the contemplative life: hesychazo, the verbal form of hesychia\ see Arsenius 2
and the n. there and Arsenius 25 and 38.
209 It does not please: since Greek verbs do not require nouns or pronouns, the verb here
could mean “she does not please.”
210 She: again Greek does not have a pronoun here; I have used “she” because it, nicely,
indicates the young woman or the soul (feminine in Greek).
211 Jean-Claude Guy, SJ, Recherches sur la tradition grecque des Apophthegmata Patrum
(Bruxelles: Bollandistes, 1962), 20.
212 Understand: one of the primary meanings of katalambdno is “seize, catch, grasp,” so
“grasp” also works here.
213 Monastic: politei'a is an important monastic term; like diagogi in the phrase “monastic
way of life,” it can simply mean “way of life,” but as a monastic term it has additional resonance:
“conduct oneself; live as a member of community, share a particular mode of life” (Lampe
1114a). It often appears in the titles of monastic hagiographical Lives.
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