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 The skepticism toward and partial disengagement from popular culture 

that I am suggesting is to some extent a subjective affair, and each Christian 

must honestly assess the degree to which he should embark upon such a 

project. But I hope we will not fool ourselves into thinking that by drinking 

unnecessarily deeply from the well of popular culture that we are simply 

following Paul’s example in being “all things to all men.” Paul conformed to 

certain cultural expectations of the Hellenistic world for the express purpose of 

evangelism. Can we really say that’s what we are doing when we watch 

American Idol? 

 I hope that we will all do some serious reflecting on the things Dr. 

Naugle has brought to our attention. The 21
st
-century church is in desperate 

need of reordered loves and reordered lives. May God grant the continuing 

conversion and sanctification of his people through the influence of such men. 

 

Jason Jewell is the chairman of the Department of Humanities at Faulkner 

University. 

 

 

 

 

The Heart of Education:  

John Cassian and the Education of the Desert Fathers 

Joseph Patterson 

 

The Conferences by John Cassian is a unique collection of conversations since 

it is a record of a Christian from the west encountering the spiritual masters in 

the eastern Egyptian desert. This makes Cassian an important link and resource 

for separated Christendom, East and West. The focus of this paper concerns the 

encounter of John Cassian as a classically western educated person with the 

education of the Egyptian Desert Fathers. In looking at The Conferences of 

John Cassian, three questions are considered. First, what is the education that 

took place in the Egyptian desert? Second, what was the relationship between 

elder and student in the desert? Third, is there something to be learned from the 

education in the desert that can be applied to the classical liberal arts in our 

modern western world? 

 John Cassian (380-485 A.D.) was probably born in modern day 

Romania, though some believe he was born in Marselles. He grew up in a 

wealthy family and received a very good classical education. As a young man, 

he traveled with his friend Germanus to Bethlehem and was part of a monastery 

there. Cassian and Germanus then spent seven years with the Desert Fathers of 

Egypt. The conversations that took place during their time in the Egyptian 

desert are contained in The Conferences. After spending time in the desert, 

Cassian and his friend traveled to Constantinople where they came under the 

influence of the holy life of the great pastor and eloquent preacher, John 

Chrysostom. Cassian was later ordained a deacon by Chrysostom. After 

Chrysostom was banished from Constantinople, Cassian started a monastery, 

St. Victor, in southern Gaul at Marseilles. It was at Marseilles that Cassian 

composed his work, The Conferences, and also where he later reposed.

 Another source drawn upon is the Letters from the Desert by 

Barsanuphius and John. This book is a collection of letters from two wise old 

men living in the area of Gaza in the early sixth century. One of their students 

or disciples was the well-known Dorotheos of Gaza who wrote many wise 

things concerning desert spirituality. The sayings are collected in a book 

entitled Discourses and Sayings which will also serve as a resource. 

 The first desert father that Cassian and Germanus encounter is Abba 

Moses. Cassian mentions that Abba Moses “would never consent to open the 

portal of perfection except to those who faithfully desired it and who sought it 
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in utter contrition of heart.”
1  

We discover early on that the conversation we are 

about to encounter is a rare occurrence since Abba Moses does not simply share 

his wisdom with everyone since “he would seem to be committing either the 

vice of boasting or the crime of betrayal by pandering important things, which 

should only be known to those seeking perfection.”
2
 Abba Moses is not 

interested in “throwing pearls” to the swine but only to those with a desire for 

perfection of heart with humility. The qualities that Abba Moses is looking for 

in a student are anxiousness to learn and humility before God and the teacher. 

The good quality of a teacher demonstrated by Abba Moses is having the 

ability to discern which students are teachable and which students are not. 

Another quality of a good teacher seen in the habits of Abba Moses is the desire 

to teach not in order to flaunt his wisdom but to pass it on to students so that 

they can pursue wisdom and then hopefully pass it on to others. The teacher of 

the desert is the one who seeks to be a servant to his students rather than 

seeking his students’ approval concerning how great his wisdom and 

knowledge are. 

 The education of the desert begins with a goal. Abba Moses says, “All 

the arts and disciplines…have a certain scopos or goal, and a telos [end or 

purpose], which the lover of any art sets his gaze and which he calmly and 

gladly endures labor and danger and expense.”
3
 The education of the desert 

begins with knowing what your goal is and keeping that goal before your eyes. 

By keeping the goal before your gaze, you can fight through the many obstacles 

that may get in your way. Having a goal will not merely help you strive toward 

it, but you will happily endure every difficulty because every difficulty will 

help you toward reaching your goal. In this way the education of the desert is 

consistent with the classical tradition in believing that everything has a telos or 

purpose that it should pursue. Abba Moses begins by establishing the scopos 

and telos of the education of the Egyptian desert. 

 What is the goal and end of the education of the Desert Fathers? Abba 

Moses asks Cassian and Germanus what their goal is and they respond, “the 

kingdom of heaven.”
4
 This response brings Abba Moses great joy but he 

reminds them of how difficult it is to pursue such a goal and once again tells 

them the importance of clinging to their end. While the end is the kingdom of 

heaven, the goal that reaches that end is “purity of heart.”
5
 Abba Moses says, 

“The end of our profession, as we have said, is the kingdom of God or the 

kingdom of heaven: but the goal is purity of heart without which it is 

                                                
1 John Cassian, The Conferences. Translated by Bonifice Ramsey, O.P. (New York, NY/Mahwah, N.J.: 

Newman Press, 1997), 41. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 42. 
5 Ibid., 43. 

 

 

impossible for anyone to reach that end.”
6
 Purity of heart becomes the main 

focus of the education of the Desert Fathers because it is this path that leads to 

the end of the kingdom of God. 

 The heart for the dessert Fathers is not the place of the emotions as 

many today think. When the Desert Fathers speak of the heart, they mean the 

center or core of one’s being. The heart is the place where everything should 

rest, including the mind. The problem is that when the heart is not pure then it 

tends to be enslaved to the sinful passions. This enslavement includes our mind 

which is kept from ascending to higher things, to God, because of being 

weighed down by the sinful passions. As long as the heart is filled with these 

sinful passions, the mind does not function as God intended. As the heart is 

purified, the mind, as part of the heart, begins to function more and more as 

God originally created it. When the heart has been purified by God through the 

means of ascetic labor, then the mind too is no longer weighed down by the 

sinful passions but is liberated to ascend to God. The purpose of the desert 

education is to free the heart from the vices so the person’s very being, the heart 

(which includes the mind), ascends to God as was the intended telos when man 

was created on the sixth day. So it makes no sense to simply study the highest 

things without seeking to purify the heart. One’s being will not conform to the 

highest things without purity of heart. 

 Once one understands that the thing that keeps us from knowing is not 

the head but a corrupt heart, then the work to be emphasized initially is the 

work on the heart rather than the head or mind. The things that prevent one 

from knowing are the sinful passions that blind the heart from knowing “what 

is.” If one can remove the passions from his heart, he will be free to use his 

mind to know and see the highest things. 

 In order to understand what the Desert Fathers mean by the passions, 

one must start at the beginning with the first created man in paradise. Dorotheos 

of Gaza says,  

 

In the beginning when God created man he set him in 

paradise, adorned with every virtue, and gave him a 

command not to eat of the tree in the middle of paradise. 

He was provided for in paradise, in prayer and 

contemplation in the midst of honor and glory; healthy in 

his emotions and sense perceptions, and perfect in his 

nature as he was created.
7
 

  

                                                
6 Ibid. 
7 Dorotheos of Gaza, Discourses and Sayings, Translated by Eric P. Wheeler. (Kalamazoo, Michigan: 

Cistercian Publications, 1977), 77. 
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Man was created with a healthy mind and emotions and he was given the gift of 

free will to remain in the virtues, which is life with God, or become a slave to 

passions. Dorotheos then explains, “When he disobeyed the command and ate 

of the tree that God commanded him not to eat of, he was thrown out of 

paradise and fell from a state in accord with his nature, i.e. a prey to sin, to 

ambition, to love of the pleasures of this life and the other passions; and he was 

mastered by them, and became a slave to them through his transgressions. Then 

little by little evil increased and death reigned.”
8
 The passions are those sinful 

passions that now master fallen man.   

Sin and the passions are not the same thing. Dorotheos distinguishes 

sins from passions when he says, “Sin is one thing but instinctive reaction or 

passion is another. These are our reactions: pride, anger, sexual indulgence, 

hate, greed and so on. The corresponding sins are the gratification of these 

passions…. It is impossible to exist without natural desires arising, but not to 

give way to them is by no means impossible.”
9
 The passions are the root and 

sin is the flower. In this way sin is the symptom but the cause is the passions. 

For sin to be removed, our passions must be healed. “Therefore the Man (God) 

gave us instructions, as I said, which purify our passions and those evil 

dispositions which come from the inner man.”
10

 The God/Man, Jesus Christ, 

comes to give man, who needs to be healed from his sinful passions, the 

prescription for his cure and this is the very goal of the education of the Desert 

Fathers. This is exactly what Dorotheos of Gaza means when he says, “They 

(the apostles) knew that by keeping of the commandments the soul is purified 

and the mind too is enlightened and they are perceived that it starts functioning 

as nature intended it to. The commandment of the Lord gives light and 

enlightens the eyes.”
11

  

 Abba Moses contrasts the kingdom of the devil with the kingdom of 

God by saying, “For just as the kingdom of the devil is gained by conniving at 

the vices, so the kingdom of God is possessed by purity of heart and spiritual 

knowledge that leads to the highest things which are gained through living of a 

virtuous life.”
12

  

 Abba Moses’ basis for understanding the kingdom of God is from Luke 

17:20 when Jesus says, “The kingdom of God is within you.” So the emphasis 

in the education of the desert is working on our inner life, for it is not what goes 

into a man that makes him unclean but what comes out of the heart.
13

 Abba 

Moses adds, “Thus, if the kingdom of God is within us, and the kingdom of 

                                                
8 Ibid. 
9 Dorotheos of Gaza, 80. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 83-83. 
12 Cassian, 52. 
13 See Mt. 15:19-20. 

 

 

God is itself righteousness and peace and joy, then whoever abides in these 

things is undoubtedly in the kingdom of God.”
14

 This education then is about 

removing sinful passions from the heart so that righteousness and peace and joy 

will flow from the heart. The desert education may be understood as a surgeon 

who surgically removes the cancerous passions from the heart. So the desert 

education is more concerned with surgically removing sinful passions from the 

heart than filling the head with information. Abba Moses says,  

 

All the secret places of our heart, therefore, must be 

constantly scrutinized and the prints of whatever enters 

them must be investigated in the most careful way, lest 

perchance some spiritual beast, a lion or a dragon, pass 

through and secretly leave its dangerous traces; then, once 

our thoughts were neglected, access to the sanctuary of our 

heart would be offered to still others. Thus at every moment 

we should cultivate the earth of our heart with the gospel 

plow – that is, with the continual remembering of the 

Lord’s cross – and we shall be able to root out from 

ourselves the nests of harmful animals, and the hiding 

places of venomous serpents.
15

   

 

The passions that take up residence in our hearts should be removed and the 

beastly passions should also be kept out of our hearts by the continual watching 

over our thoughts and senses. Abba Moses compares the desert education to 

being like a money changer who examines each thought to see if it is good or 

bad just as a money changer checks each coinage to see if it is legitimate 

coinage or not.   

 Someone viewing the Desert Fathers through the lens of the 

Reformation may think that the salvation pursued in the desert is a salvation by 

works and not by grace, but they would be wrong. The Desert Fathers did not 

pit grace and works against each other like the theological debates of the 

Reformation; rather they synergistically brought grace and righteous works 

from the heart together as one thing. The Reformation tended to define grace as 

God’s unmerited favor and the forgiveness of sins, while the Desert Fathers 

understood grace as the very life of God. This grace includes God’s unmerited 

favor and forgiveness of sins but grace, according to the Desert Fathers, is 

certainly not reduced to unmerited favor. To do a righteous act with a pure heart 

is to participate in the life of God and thus the grace of God. Living a holy life 

and participating in the holy mysteries or sacraments of the Church is sharing in 

                                                
14 Cassian, 51. 
15 Ibid., 63. 
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14 Cassian, 51. 
15 Ibid., 63. 
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the life and grace of God unto the healing of soul and body.  If grace is 

understood in this way then the Desert Fathers would gladly proclaim that 

salvation is all of grace. 

  In the twelfth Conference, Abba Chaeremon refers to God’s grace in 

saying,  

 

For if someone has truly grasped the force of the verse: 

Unless the Lord build the house, those who are building it 

have labored in vain, it follows that he should not glory in 

the deserts of his purity, since he realizes that he has 

obtained it not by his own toil but by the Lord’s mercy. Nor 

should he be moved against others with a harsh severity, 

since he knows that there is no human virtue if the divine 

virtue has not commanded it.
16

  

 

According to Abba Chaeremon, following the divine commands is not a human 

work but a divine grace. Human works are the works done without divine 

command and works done as mere outward show like the works of the 

Pharisees. In the book Letters From the Desert, Abba John demonstrates this 

same understanding of grace when he councils a student, “For it was the 

Pharisee who left condemned by his own arrogance. Therefore, in consideration 

of these things, let us imitate the humility of the Publican and condemn 

ourselves in order to be justified; and let us avoid the arrogance of the Pharisee 

in order not to be condemned.”
17

 

 Someone might say that the Desert Fathers are like the Stoics in that 

they seek to avoid the passions. It is true that, like the Stoics, the Desert Fathers 

do not want to be controlled by the passions and the Stoics talked about 

overcoming the passions. But the Stoics tended to link the passions with the 

emotions, while the Desert Fathers are referring to the sinful passions as has 

been described above. The Desert Fathers were not against emotions. As a 

matter of fact they thought that God gives the gift of tears, something I think a 

Stoic may believe to be a sign of weakness. Abba Barsanuphius gave this 

advice of following Holy Scripture in one of his letters to a student saying, “Let 

us weep in order that we may laugh (Lk 6.21). Let us be sorrowful in order that 

we may rejoice. Let us mourn in order that we may be comforted. (Mt 5.5)”
18

 

 Obviously, there is needed information for teaching and learning in the 

education of the Desert Fathers, but the main tools for the education of the 

desert are ascetic labors. The kinds of ascetic labors needed for an education of 

                                                
16 Ibid., 453. 
17 Barsanuphius and John, Letters From the Desert, Translated by John Chryssavgis. (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 138. See Luke 18:10-14 for the backdrop to these comments. 
18 Ibid., 98. 

 

 

 

the heart include fasting, all-night vigils of prayer, meditating on scripture, 

abandoning attachment to possessions, controlling one’s thoughts, and 

confession of sins to an experienced spiritual father. Abba Moses says, “Thus 

fasts, vigils, meditating on Scripture and being stripped and deprived of every 

possession are not perfection, but they are the tools of perfection. For the end of 

that discipline does not consist in these things: rather, it is by them that one 

arrives at the end.”
19

 

 The life of asceticism or spiritual discipline must be rooted in the fear 

of God and humility. The psalmist exhorts the reader of Holy Scripture on 

many occasions to fear God. Dorotheos of Gaza says that there are two kinds of 

the fear of God. “One forms a desire of God through fear of condemnation.”
20

 

This is for the beginner, but Dorotheos says that this is not what it means for 

the mature. “Such a man fears and keeps to God’s will not for fear of 

punishment, not to avoid condemnation, but, as we said, because he has tasted 

the sweetness of being with God; he fears he may fall away from it; he fears to 

be turned away from it.”
21

 Abba Chaeremon tells Cassian and Germanus 

concerning the fear of God that “it clings to that love which never fails, it not 

only fills but also possesses everlastingly and inseparably the person whom it 

has seized.”
22

 This is the kind of fear that the mature one has when following an 

ascetic way of life.  

 Humility is also very important in the education of the Desert Fathers. 

Abba Barsanuphius says, “Humility means not reckoning oneself as anything in 

every situation and cutting off one’s proper will in everything and calmly 

enduring whatever occurs on the outside.”
23 

The importance of humility is that 

it is a cure for pride and the ego. Humility is the right disposition for the student 

to have before God and one’s spiritual father. Humility sets us in the right 

position to properly love and serve his neighbor. Humility also helps us live a 

life of constant repentance and self-examination. In the twentieth Conference, 

Germanus asks Abba Pinufius about how to keep a humble heart and he 

answered, “What you said, moreover, about the remembering of sins is quite 

useful and necessary…. As we repent, then, and are still bitten by the memory 

of our wrongdoing, the torrent of tears which has arisen from the confession of 

our sins will certainly put out the fire of our conscience.”
24

   

Man is sick with the sinful passions. The more he eliminates the sinful 

passions, the healthier he is. The more he is overcome by the passions, the 

worse his illness. The prescription for his cure involves the body and soul, 

                                                
19 Cassian, 46. 
20 Dorotheos of Gaza, 109. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Cassian, 421. 
23 Barsanuphius and John, 112. 
24 Cassian, 697. 
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For if someone has truly grasped the force of the verse: 

Unless the Lord build the house, those who are building it 

have labored in vain, it follows that he should not glory in 

the deserts of his purity, since he realizes that he has 

obtained it not by his own toil but by the Lord’s mercy. Nor 

should he be moved against others with a harsh severity, 

since he knows that there is no human virtue if the divine 

virtue has not commanded it.
16

  

 

According to Abba Chaeremon, following the divine commands is not a human 

work but a divine grace. Human works are the works done without divine 

command and works done as mere outward show like the works of the 

Pharisees. In the book Letters From the Desert, Abba John demonstrates this 

same understanding of grace when he councils a student, “For it was the 

Pharisee who left condemned by his own arrogance. Therefore, in consideration 

of these things, let us imitate the humility of the Publican and condemn 

ourselves in order to be justified; and let us avoid the arrogance of the Pharisee 

in order not to be condemned.”
17

 

 Someone might say that the Desert Fathers are like the Stoics in that 

they seek to avoid the passions. It is true that, like the Stoics, the Desert Fathers 

do not want to be controlled by the passions and the Stoics talked about 

overcoming the passions. But the Stoics tended to link the passions with the 

emotions, while the Desert Fathers are referring to the sinful passions as has 

been described above. The Desert Fathers were not against emotions. As a 

matter of fact they thought that God gives the gift of tears, something I think a 

Stoic may believe to be a sign of weakness. Abba Barsanuphius gave this 

advice of following Holy Scripture in one of his letters to a student saying, “Let 

us weep in order that we may laugh (Lk 6.21). Let us be sorrowful in order that 

we may rejoice. Let us mourn in order that we may be comforted. (Mt 5.5)”
18

 

 Obviously, there is needed information for teaching and learning in the 

education of the Desert Fathers, but the main tools for the education of the 

desert are ascetic labors. The kinds of ascetic labors needed for an education of 

                                                
16 Ibid., 453. 
17 Barsanuphius and John, Letters From the Desert, Translated by John Chryssavgis. (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 138. See Luke 18:10-14 for the backdrop to these comments. 
18 Ibid., 98. 

 

 

 

the heart include fasting, all-night vigils of prayer, meditating on scripture, 

abandoning attachment to possessions, controlling one’s thoughts, and 

confession of sins to an experienced spiritual father. Abba Moses says, “Thus 

fasts, vigils, meditating on Scripture and being stripped and deprived of every 

possession are not perfection, but they are the tools of perfection. For the end of 

that discipline does not consist in these things: rather, it is by them that one 

arrives at the end.”
19

 

 The life of asceticism or spiritual discipline must be rooted in the fear 

of God and humility. The psalmist exhorts the reader of Holy Scripture on 

many occasions to fear God. Dorotheos of Gaza says that there are two kinds of 

the fear of God. “One forms a desire of God through fear of condemnation.”
20

 

This is for the beginner, but Dorotheos says that this is not what it means for 

the mature. “Such a man fears and keeps to God’s will not for fear of 

punishment, not to avoid condemnation, but, as we said, because he has tasted 

the sweetness of being with God; he fears he may fall away from it; he fears to 

be turned away from it.”
21

 Abba Chaeremon tells Cassian and Germanus 

concerning the fear of God that “it clings to that love which never fails, it not 

only fills but also possesses everlastingly and inseparably the person whom it 

has seized.”
22

 This is the kind of fear that the mature one has when following an 

ascetic way of life.  

 Humility is also very important in the education of the Desert Fathers. 

Abba Barsanuphius says, “Humility means not reckoning oneself as anything in 

every situation and cutting off one’s proper will in everything and calmly 

enduring whatever occurs on the outside.”
23 

The importance of humility is that 

it is a cure for pride and the ego. Humility is the right disposition for the student 

to have before God and one’s spiritual father. Humility sets us in the right 

position to properly love and serve his neighbor. Humility also helps us live a 

life of constant repentance and self-examination. In the twentieth Conference, 

Germanus asks Abba Pinufius about how to keep a humble heart and he 

answered, “What you said, moreover, about the remembering of sins is quite 

useful and necessary…. As we repent, then, and are still bitten by the memory 

of our wrongdoing, the torrent of tears which has arisen from the confession of 

our sins will certainly put out the fire of our conscience.”
24

   

Man is sick with the sinful passions. The more he eliminates the sinful 

passions, the healthier he is. The more he is overcome by the passions, the 

worse his illness. The prescription for his cure involves the body and soul, 

                                                
19 Cassian, 46. 
20 Dorotheos of Gaza, 109. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Cassian, 421. 
23 Barsanuphius and John, 112. 
24 Cassian, 697. 
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denying the many temptations to participate in the passions. The God/Man, 

Jesus Christ, has overcome the passions and death through His sinless life, 

death and resurrection on the third day for man’s cure. Christ has blazed the 

path for the cure, now we must follow that path to partake of the cure. Our cure 

comes by being united to Christ. Such a union depends on using our free will to 

follow the divine commandments, to renounce the passions that are burning in 

our hearts, and to participate in the grace-filled mysteries through Christ’s 

Church. The Desert Fathers would also affirm that all of these actions must be 

done with faith in God just as Scripture teaches, “Without faith it is impossible 

to please God.”
25

 It will be obvious to anyone reading Cassian and the Desert 

Fathers that they are soaked in Holy Scripture and that any passage that you 

might bring up against their understanding, they have considered in their 

overall view of the world. One may disagree with a given interpretation by the 

Desert Fathers, but it is an extremely unfair accusation to say that they do not 

know Holy Scripture or that they do not try to base their understanding of 

reality in ways that are consistent with the Scriptures.  

It is in this context that we should understand the importance of ascetic 

labors or spiritual disciplines in the education that took place in the desert. The 

ascetic labors are tools or medicines that help a person overcome his love of the 

sinful passions and place his love in God and his neighbor. Abba Barsanuphius 

says, “What else is fasting but discipline of the body, in order to enslave a 

healthy body and weaken it on account of the passions. For he says, ‘when I am 

weak then I am strong’(2 Cor. 12.10).”
26

 Fasting is used to discipline the body 

against gluttony, all night prayer vigils to discipline the body against laziness, 

the labor of almsgiving to help one to not be attached to material possessions, 

the reading of Holy Scripture to keep the mind from distraction and focused on 

the things of God. The various ascetical labors are medicines for overcoming 

the various passions with the goal of reaching purity of heart. Abba 

Barsanuphius says, “inner work with labor of heart brings purity, and purity 

brings true quiet of heart, such quiet brings humility, and humility renders a 

person the dwelling-place of God, and from this dwelling-place the demons are 

banished, together with the devil who is their captain, as well as their unworthy 

passions.”
27 

The Desert Fathers are spiritual athletes who use the labors of 

asceticism to train the heart for participation in the kingdom of God much like 

an Olympic athlete goes through rigorous training exercises to prepare for 

participation in the Olympic games.  

An important part of purifying one’s passions is to constantly 

remember God, which is practiced through unceasing prayer. The student 

                                                
25 Hebrews 11:6. 
26 Barsanuphius and John, 80. 
27 Ibid., 87. 

 

 

 

should try to pray at all times. Here is what Abba Isaac says, “This, then is the 

devotional formula proposed to you as absolutely necessary for possessing the 

perpetual awareness of God, ‘O God, incline unto my aid; O Lord make haste 

to help me.’”
28

 This short prayer which is to be prayed by the student to help in 

keeping the mind on God and thus on the scopos is Psalm 70.1.  The one who 

prays this unceasingly, with attention, will remain humble and in the fear of 

God in all situations.  

There are dangers and abuses of the ascetic life that the Desert Fathers 

are often warning their students about. It is a temptation in the education of the 

desert to make the ascetic labors an end rather than the means of reaching 

purity of heart. The student treats his labors as ends rather than means when he 

forgets his goal which is purity of heart.  One danger of seeing ascetic labors as 

ends rather than means is that one can become prideful in his ascetic labors. A 

person can look down on another for not performing as many ascetic labors or 

as strenuous asceticism. Asceticism as an end does not lead to purity of heart 

but to pride. This is one of Jesus’ criticisms of the Pharisees. The Desert 

Fathers often taught the importance of constantly renouncing oneself which is 

simply considering others better than yourself as a way of avoiding ascetical 

pride. Abba Moses says, “And when they have given away all their wealth for 

the sake of Christ’s love, but still retain the heart’s old affection for the littlest 

things and are always quickly irritated because of them, they become in every 

respect fruitless and barren.”
29

 Abba Moses even gives an example of students 

coming to the desert and giving way everything to the poor but wanting to hold 

onto a book and not share it with others. So they give away everything they 

own, but they still want to hold onto a little book. In order to avoid the dangers 

of the ascetical life, one needs to find an experienced spiritual father to guide 

him though all the distractions and dangers.  

 There are some who have the appearance of being a wise good spiritual 

father or elder but in fact are not. Abba Moses warns Cassian and Germanus 

about following false elders who merely have an appearance of wisdom and 

who do not follow the tradition of the Fathers when he says,  

 

We should not follow in the footprints of all the elders 

whose heads are covered with grey hair and whose long life 

is the only thing that recommends them, nor should we 

accept their traditions and counsel. Instead we should 

follow those who have shaped their lives in a praiseworthy 

and upright manner as young men, and who have been 

                                                
28 Cassian, 379. 
29 Ibid., 45. 
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the things of God. The various ascetical labors are medicines for overcoming 

the various passions with the goal of reaching purity of heart. Abba 

Barsanuphius says, “inner work with labor of heart brings purity, and purity 

brings true quiet of heart, such quiet brings humility, and humility renders a 

person the dwelling-place of God, and from this dwelling-place the demons are 

banished, together with the devil who is their captain, as well as their unworthy 

passions.”
27 

The Desert Fathers are spiritual athletes who use the labors of 

asceticism to train the heart for participation in the kingdom of God much like 

an Olympic athlete goes through rigorous training exercises to prepare for 

participation in the Olympic games.  

An important part of purifying one’s passions is to constantly 

remember God, which is practiced through unceasing prayer. The student 
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should try to pray at all times. Here is what Abba Isaac says, “This, then is the 
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perpetual awareness of God, ‘O God, incline unto my aid; O Lord make haste 

to help me.’”
28

 This short prayer which is to be prayed by the student to help in 

keeping the mind on God and thus on the scopos is Psalm 70.1.  The one who 

prays this unceasingly, with attention, will remain humble and in the fear of 

God in all situations.  

There are dangers and abuses of the ascetic life that the Desert Fathers 

are often warning their students about. It is a temptation in the education of the 

desert to make the ascetic labors an end rather than the means of reaching 

purity of heart. The student treats his labors as ends rather than means when he 

forgets his goal which is purity of heart.  One danger of seeing ascetic labors as 

ends rather than means is that one can become prideful in his ascetic labors. A 

person can look down on another for not performing as many ascetic labors or 
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the sake of Christ’s love, but still retain the heart’s old affection for the littlest 

things and are always quickly irritated because of them, they become in every 

respect fruitless and barren.”
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 Abba Moses even gives an example of students 

coming to the desert and giving way everything to the poor but wanting to hold 

onto a book and not share it with others. So they give away everything they 

own, but they still want to hold onto a little book. In order to avoid the dangers 

of the ascetical life, one needs to find an experienced spiritual father to guide 

him though all the distractions and dangers.  

 There are some who have the appearance of being a wise good spiritual 

father or elder but in fact are not. Abba Moses warns Cassian and Germanus 

about following false elders who merely have an appearance of wisdom and 

who do not follow the tradition of the Fathers when he says,  

 

We should not follow in the footprints of all the elders 

whose heads are covered with grey hair and whose long life 

is the only thing that recommends them, nor should we 

accept their traditions and counsel. Instead we should 

follow those who have shaped their lives in a praiseworthy 

and upright manner as young men, and who have been 
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instructed not in their own presumptions but in the 

traditions of their forebears.
30

  

 

A good elder is one who has experience in the spiritual life, who lives a 

praiseworthy life and who has been instructed in the tradition of the holy 

Fathers who have gone before them. Each Abba that Cassian introduces us to is 

introduced by expressing the Abba’s holy life. For example, when Cassian 

introduces Abba Paphnutius, he says, “he thereby extinguished all his vices and 

achieved perfection in every virtue that the institutes of the monasteries and the 

teaching of the earliest Fathers had laid down.”
31

 Again, Cassian shows us what 

kind of spiritual father to look for, that is, one who has fought against the 

passions and follows in the ancient path of the holy Fathers. Another thing we 

learn from Cassian’s description of the various elders is that they all have not 

only knowledge but experience in what they are teaching the student. It is the 

holy life and the path of the Fathers and elders that have gone before them that 

is most important, rather than simply having evidence of much learning. Much 

learning may be fine, but what the students of the desert should look for is a 

holy elder with experience in following the paths of those faithful saints who 

have gone before them.  

It is important to realize that according to the Desert Fathers, truth is 

passed down from Christ to the apostles and from the apostles down through 

the ages by faithful men and women who live the truth. Truth is not out there to 

be discovered as much as it is to be received from a holy Abba who walks in 

the tradition of the Fathers. There are certainly things to learn from the wise 

words of the Desert Fathers, but maybe more importantly the life and truth of 

the holy Abba is learned by seeing and experiencing his holy life. Cassian says 

concerning the Fathers in the desert that their holiness “shines so brightly in 

their faces that the mere sight of them is able to teach a great deal to those who 

gaze upon them. From them you should learn, not so much by words as by the 

very example of the holy life.”
32

 In this sense the truth is incarnated, it is 

encountered and learned by experiencing a holy life in a body. This seems to 

make sense if one remembers that the incarnated Son of God claimed to be “the 

way, the truth and the life.” It is not sufficient for the student to merely see the 

holy life of the elder but to actually submit himself in obedience to the elder in 

order that he too may learn the truth by purifying the heart.  

 The student must submit himself in humility and obedience to his 

spiritual father so that he might know the truth. The proper relation of the 

student to his elder is that the student trusts the example and teaching of his 

                                                
30 Ibid., 94. 
31 Ibid., 119. 
32 Ibid., 409-410. 

 

 

 

spiritual father more than his own thoughts. Abba Moses says, “True discretion 

is not obtained except by true humility…. everything that is thought of is 

offered to the inspection of the elders, so that, not trusting in one’s own 

judgment, one may submit in every respect to their understanding and may 

know how to judge what is good and bad according to what they have handed 

down.”
33

 The elder is not there to help the student find the truth out there to be 

discovered but to actually hand the truth to him, the same truth he received 

from his holy elder. In order for the student to have discretion, he must be 

humble before the elder and obediently receive truth. The elders are not merely 

saying that we should consider the teachings and examples that have gone 

before us to help us discern the truth. The elders in the desert are saying, ‘Here 

is the truth that has been handed down to us from Christ, now receive that 

truth.’ The truth is not to be figured out, but humbly received.  

 The truth that is passed down is not received with just the mind but 

with one’s entire being. Abba Chaeremon says, “But no one can conceive these 

things or prove them and know for certain whether they are possible or 

impossible except the person who, through long experience and purity of heart, 

has arrived at the boundaries of flesh and spirit under the guidance of the 

Lord’s word.”
34

 In other words, the knowing of the truth of the elders requires 

an ascetic life and the overcoming of the passions. This point is very important 

to Abba Chaeremon because he says it again later on,  

 

If someone cannot give credence to what I have said, I beg 

that he not argue with us from a predetermined position, 

before having taken upon himself the institutes of this 

discipline…. But whoever has not first pursued with the 

greatest effort and strength all that pertains to this mastery 

of a particular art or discipline will struggle to make it his 

own.
35

  

 

Abba Chaeremon says if one wants to be stubborn and contentious on this 

matter then let him look at the evidence “supported by weighty testimony of 

many trustworthy persons, by clear documentation, and, what is more, by the 

proof of experience.”
36

 The truth then is known ultimately by experiencing the 

way toward purity of heart. The psalmist said something very similar when he 

said, “taste and see that the Lord is good.”
37

 

                                                
33 Ibid., 91. 
34 Ibid., 444. 
35 Ibid., 445. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Psalms 34:8 
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 Discussion is clearly part of the education of the desert. The discussion 

though is directed at learning what the elder knows from what has been passed 

down to him and from his own experience of the ascetical life.  It is not an 

approach of mutual discovery like the Socratic method may be. Abba Piamun 

says,  

 

the knowledge of everything is attained by those who think 

well and with simplicity about all matters and who strive to 

imitate faithfully rather than to discuss everything that they 

see being taught and done by the elders. But whoever 

begins to learn by discussion will never enter into reason 

for the truth, because the enemy will see him trusting in his 

own judgment rather than in that of the Fathers and will 

easily drive him to the point where even things which are 

very beneficial and salutary will seem useless and harmful 

to him. The clever foe will so play upon his presumption 

that, stubbornly clinging to his own unreasonable 

understandings, he will persuade himself that only that is 

holy which he considers to be correct and righteous, guided 

by his erroneous obstinacy alone.
38

  

 

The student in the desert seeks to conform his mind and life to that of the 

experienced elders and to the wisdom of the Fathers rather than trusting his 

own judgment. This appears to be a very different focus than one has in a 

Socratic dialogue where the participants are trying to mutually arrive at some 

abstract idea using their own understanding. It seems that the Desert Fathers 

would read a pagan text by considering what in that text conforms to the 

experience of the Fathers and what does not.  

 John Cassian’s classical education is referred to only once in The 

Conferences. In the fourteenth Conference, Cassian regrets at least some of the 

things he learned as a boy when he says,  

 

There is a particular stumbling block to salvation that 

comes from the knowledge of literature which I seem to 

have acquired to a slight degree. In this respect the 

insistence of my teacher and the constant attention paid to 

reading have so weakened me that now my mind, infected 

as it were with those poems, meditates even during the time 

for prayer on the silly fables and narratives of wars with 

which it was filled when I was a boy and had begun my 

                                                
38 Ibid., 636-637. 

 

 

studies. The shameless recollection of poetry crops us while 

I am singing the psalms or asking pardon for my sins, or 

vision of warring heroes passes before my eyes. 

Daydreaming about such images constantly mocks me, and 

to such an extent does it prevent my mind from attaining to 

higher insights and it cannot be gotten rid of even with 

daily weeping.
39

  

 

There are obviously some things in the literature and poetry that Cassian 

learned as a boy that he says prevents him from purity of heart. Maybe Cassian 

is talking about the writings of Homer in which one can read about both virtues 

and vices. Maybe the vices of Homer’s poetry were so deeply rooted in Cassian 

that he could not get rid of them.  All we know about Cassian’s complaint is 

that there were things in his childhood education that distracted him from his 

spiritual pursuits. Abba Nesteros encourages that these distracting thoughts can 

be overcome with the “reading of and meditation upon spiritual writings.”
40

 I 

Do not think that we should take away from Cassian’s comments that a liberal 

arts education is bad, but that there were some things in his education that 

distracted him from the spiritual life and that the desert education can overcome 

the shortfalls of any other education one may have. 

 There are actually things in The Conferences concerning the education 

of the desert that a liberal arts education may provide. A liberal arts education 

can help awaken the soul to seek the highest things which must include the goal 

of the desert education which is purity of heart. It is certainly possible that 

Cassian’s early liberal arts education laid the groundwork for his later pursuit of 

the highest things among the wise elders in the desert. A liberal arts education 

can teach a young soul about the virtuous life and that it is to be pursued. A 

liberal arts education can provide some of the learning tools that are needed in 

the pursuit of purity of heart. Spiritual reading is an important part of the desert 

education and so the liberal arts can sharpen this tool for that end. The skill of 

communication or rhetoric would help the ability of the elder or student to 

communicate. In these ways the liberal arts can be a help in giving the student 

the tools needed for pursuing purity of heart. 

Seven hundred years earlier a monk by the name of Hugh of St. Victor 

wrote a medieval guide to the arts called The Didascalicon. There are many 

similarities between the education of the desert and Hugh of St. Victor though 

the main influence on Hugh is from Augustine and not John Cassian. To my 

knowledge, Hugh never references John Cassian in The Didascalicon. They 

both speak of seeking wisdom, practicing virtue and purifying the heart. 
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Socratic dialogue where the participants are trying to mutually arrive at some 

abstract idea using their own understanding. It seems that the Desert Fathers 

would read a pagan text by considering what in that text conforms to the 

experience of the Fathers and what does not.  

 John Cassian’s classical education is referred to only once in The 

Conferences. In the fourteenth Conference, Cassian regrets at least some of the 

things he learned as a boy when he says,  

 

There is a particular stumbling block to salvation that 

comes from the knowledge of literature which I seem to 

have acquired to a slight degree. In this respect the 

insistence of my teacher and the constant attention paid to 

reading have so weakened me that now my mind, infected 

as it were with those poems, meditates even during the time 

for prayer on the silly fables and narratives of wars with 

which it was filled when I was a boy and had begun my 

                                                
38 Ibid., 636-637. 

 

 

studies. The shameless recollection of poetry crops us while 

I am singing the psalms or asking pardon for my sins, or 

vision of warring heroes passes before my eyes. 

Daydreaming about such images constantly mocks me, and 

to such an extent does it prevent my mind from attaining to 

higher insights and it cannot be gotten rid of even with 

daily weeping.
39

  

 

There are obviously some things in the literature and poetry that Cassian 

learned as a boy that he says prevents him from purity of heart. Maybe Cassian 

is talking about the writings of Homer in which one can read about both virtues 

and vices. Maybe the vices of Homer’s poetry were so deeply rooted in Cassian 

that he could not get rid of them.  All we know about Cassian’s complaint is 

that there were things in his childhood education that distracted him from his 

spiritual pursuits. Abba Nesteros encourages that these distracting thoughts can 

be overcome with the “reading of and meditation upon spiritual writings.”
40

 I 

Do not think that we should take away from Cassian’s comments that a liberal 

arts education is bad, but that there were some things in his education that 

distracted him from the spiritual life and that the desert education can overcome 

the shortfalls of any other education one may have. 

 There are actually things in The Conferences concerning the education 

of the desert that a liberal arts education may provide. A liberal arts education 

can help awaken the soul to seek the highest things which must include the goal 

of the desert education which is purity of heart. It is certainly possible that 

Cassian’s early liberal arts education laid the groundwork for his later pursuit of 

the highest things among the wise elders in the desert. A liberal arts education 

can teach a young soul about the virtuous life and that it is to be pursued. A 

liberal arts education can provide some of the learning tools that are needed in 

the pursuit of purity of heart. Spiritual reading is an important part of the desert 

education and so the liberal arts can sharpen this tool for that end. The skill of 

communication or rhetoric would help the ability of the elder or student to 

communicate. In these ways the liberal arts can be a help in giving the student 

the tools needed for pursuing purity of heart. 

Seven hundred years earlier a monk by the name of Hugh of St. Victor 

wrote a medieval guide to the arts called The Didascalicon. There are many 

similarities between the education of the desert and Hugh of St. Victor though 

the main influence on Hugh is from Augustine and not John Cassian. To my 

knowledge, Hugh never references John Cassian in The Didascalicon. They 

both speak of seeking wisdom, practicing virtue and purifying the heart. 

                                                
39 Ibid., 516-517. 
40 Ibid., 517. 
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Reading and meditation are a part of both Cassian's and Hugh’s education.  I 

think one difference found when comparing Cassian and Hugh is that of 

emphasis. Cassian emphasizes purifying the heart through prayer and 

asceticism, while Hugh emphasizes the tools of reading and meditation. Hugh 

says, “The things by which every man advances in knowledge are principally 

two- namely, reading and meditation.”
41

 Another way of putting it may be that 

Hugh emphasizes the life of the mind while Cassian emphasizes the heart.  

While Hugh does not emphasis the heart as much as Cassian and the 

Desert Fathers, he still regards it as an important part of a liberal arts education. 

Hugh says “the eye of the heart must be cleansed by the study of virtue, so that 

it may thereafter see clearly for the investigation of truth in the theoretical 

arts.”
42

 Hugh seems to agree with the Desert Fathers in that a corrupt heart 

prevents one from seeing and knowing the truth of things. For Hugh it is not 

enough to teach and learn with the head only the subjects of the liberal arts, but 

the heart must be cleansed as well by knowing and practicing the virtues. A life 

of study without the virtues is repulsive to Hugh. He says, “Unpraiseworthy is 

learning stained by shameless life. Therefore, let him who would seek learning 

take care above all that he not neglect discipline.”
41

 Hugh even ties Wisdom to 

the heart in the very last sentence of the Didascalicon when he says, “let us ask 

Wisdom that it may deign to shine in our hearts and to cast light upon its paths 

for us, that it may bring us 'to its pure and fleshless feast.'”
43

 

            Someone may wonder why Cassian emphasizes the heart and Hugh 

emphasizes the mind. One explanation may simply be that they have two 

different purposes for writing.  Cassian's purpose is to teach his monks how to 

purify their hearts while Hugh is writing for students who need a plan of 

studying the liberal arts. What clearly comes out when comparing Cassian and 

Hugh is that the heart must be cleansed in order to know the truth of things.  

When the mind is rooted in a pure heart it overflows into a beautiful 

life. Gregory of Tours (538-594 A.D.) describes a recluse in France named 

Leobardus the recluse of Marmoutier, who I think is the very picture of what 

we would hope someone using the tools of a liberal arts education would 

become. Leobardus was a reader of books and he also liked to write “in order to 

divert himself from bad thoughts.”
44 

Gregory gives the recluse a copy of The 

Conferences by John Cassian so that he might overcome his various struggles 

with the passions. Listen to Gregory describe the impact that The Conferences 

had on Leobardus when he says, 

 

                                                
41 Hugh of St. Victor, The Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor, Translated by Jerome Taylor. (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1991, 1961), 44. 
42 Ibid., 154. 
43 Ibid., 94. 
44 Ibid., 151. 

 

 

 

When he had re-read them, not only did he drive out of his 

mind the bad thought which he had had, but even more it so 

developed his knowledge that he astonished us with his 

facility in speaking of these matters. He expressed himself in 

a very gentle manner, his exhortations were full of charm, he 

was full of love for people, he had his eyes open for kings, 

and he prayed continually for all ecclesiastics who feared 

God. 
45

 

 

This adequately describes what I think a liberal arts education rooted in 

a purified heart should produce. Leobardus, through ascetically purifying his 

heart and the reading of good books, becomes a human being who thinks well, 

speaks well, loves people, and prays for kings and is concerned about the 

church.  

The main thing that the liberal arts can learn from the desert is the 

importance of the heart and even asceticism in education. The liberal arts 

scholar has to take into account the influence of the sinful passions on his 

ability to learn and know truth. It is easy to get lost in the life of the mind to 

such an extent that we separate our scholarship from the heart and Christian 

spirituality. If Cassian and the Desert Fathers teach us anything, it is that the 

mind and the heart are intimately connected. The emphasis of the desert keeps 

the mind in the heart. If the heart and the mind are treated as separate, then 

there is a tendency to divide learning into sacred and secular. Maybe the most 

important thing to learn from the desert is humility of heart. If we always 

consider others better than ourselves, I think we will keep ourselves from the 

deadly passion of pride and continue on the path of purity of heart as taught by 

Cassian and the Desert Fathers. The virtue of humility is one of the most 

important characteristics of both the teacher and the student in the Egyptian 

desert as Dorotheos of Gaza has said, “Through humility every device of the 

enemy and every kind of obstacle is destroyed. Consider well, brothers, how 

great is the power of humility.”
46
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45 Gregory of Tours, Vita Patrum:The life of the Fathers, Translated by Hieromonk Seraphim Rose. (Platina, 

CA: St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 1988), 289. 
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