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			PROLOGUE

			The spiritual teaching and the living tradition of Athos, the bearer of Saints, has been flowing forth now for over a thousand years, refreshing the spiritual existence of every human being thirsting for God his Creator with the sweetest of spring waters. It is a continuation of a monasticism which has been in existence since Apostolic times. In the third century this way of life was organized systematically in Egypt by our great father Anthony, in Palestine by Theodosius the Cenobiarch, in Cappadocia by the preeminent pedagogue Basil the Great, and later in Constantinople by the Studites.

			Monasticism embodies the highest form of man’s ascetic attempt to respond to the love of God Who yearns to bestow His divinization upon man, making him like Himself. Man would in fact become a small God possessing all the qualities of God Himself, the same glory, the same blessedness; identical in everything except His Essence, according to Saint Maximus the Confessor. In order for this ontological union with God to occur, this divinization (theosis), a life of holiness is required. ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’1. In order to arrive at the heights of holiness struggle to maintain the commandments of God is essential. The commandments are not impositions from some despot, but rather the therapeutic cure for a complete recovery from the corruption of our nature. The Lord did not give commandments from the height of His Divine greatness, but rather came down among us and observed these commandments Himself first, exhorting us to imitate Him as His true friends2. Therefore Christianity is not an abstract ideology, but a practical and concrete confession. In the face of every sensual enticement of sin encountered by man from the spirit of the world, the flesh and the devil, the Christian confesses his faith in Christ our God by rejecting the sin, and thus showing his love for God by the keeping of His commandment. ‘He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves Me’3. Christ taught us to fulfill the will of the heavenly Father, just as to the Father He became ‘obedient unto death, even unto death on a Cross’4. The keeping of the commandments is the precise means of communion between the personal God and man.

			Today’s man has been brought up on materialistic ideologies and has little or no idea of the inner peace and calm bestowed by the Holy Spirit upon those who live in harmony with His commandments. Thus the general self-discipline with regards to the sensual pleasures and the labourious attempt to acquire the holy virtues –which have as a basis the sacrifice of ourselves for the sake of others– are regarded by most as ‘folly’. This ‘folly’ of the Cross5 and the Gospel commandment of Christ that ‘he who would come after me let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me’6 were set forth as the foundation by the first Christians, the Holy Martyrs and the ascetic Saints, as well as today by every faithful Orthodox Christian.

			The life of the Elder Joseph the Hesychast is a shining contemporary example of heroism and self-denial, struggle against the passions of the old man and the demons, and resurrection ‘of the new nature created after the likeness of God.’7. In fact, the Mountain of Athos, the Garden of the All-holy Virgin, has never ceased to bring forth vessels of the Spirit, spiritual ‘warriors’ of the perceptable Paradise of the virtues that lead to divinization, imitators of the Lord Jesus. From this Lord Jesus they received the power of the Spirit, and through Him they conquered the passions of the flesh, the vanity of the world and the malicious devil, so that with their illustrious example and their way of life they might rise to the heights of the first and ancient Saints of our Church.

			The Blessed Elder, having himself arrived at the longed for dispassion, which in the language of the Fathers is called ‘Love’, gave a new thrust to Athonite Monasticism towards the acquisition of the virtues, mental prayer and the retaining of the mind, the nous. With his persistence in the rigour of turning the mind inward and in the labour of the intellect the Elder revived the Palamite Theology8 and brought it back to the forefront. Six great monasteries of the Holy Mountain have been repopulated by his spiritual children, and a multitude of other monastics and laymen follow his spiritual teaching and his radiant example.

			The life of the Elder Joseph is a contemporary witness of the supernatural charismata of the Holy Spirit in the Church. The Holy Spirit has not ceased to act supernaturally since the day of Pentecost, and He will continue to act until the end of the ages in the Mysteries of the Church and in the souls of baptized Christians. When these souls, through the ascetic means which the Fathers have handed down to us, are cleansed from the pleasures of sin which run against nature, they return to the normal life for man in accordance with nature. Finally, through the spiritual struggles to attain humility, prayer and love, and through the rest of the ascetic practices, they come to acquire permanently the supernatural Grace of the Holy Spirit, becoming ‘sons of God by Grace’.

			The life of the Blessed Elder Joseph the Hesychast is simple; he did not finish even his primary studies; by his life, however, he has put to shame the ‘wise’ of the world9. Through his life and prayers may we all arrive at least to some measure at this divine simplicity.

			The author of this present book, our venerable Elder Joseph, a continuator of the tradition of his spiritual Father, has remanned the historic Great Monastery of Vatopaidi with young monks, rekindling the spirit of the Patristic Tradition.

			We wish to extend our warmest thanks to all those who worked together with us towards the publication of the English edition of the life of the Elder Joseph. We are especially grateful to Bishop Kallistos (Ware) for his excellent forward; to the Fellowship of Saints Alban and Sergius for their generous financial sponsorship of the translation from the Greek, as well as to George and Annita Papadopoulos for their financial assistance towards the book’s publication; and to Mrs. Elizabeth Theokritoff for her fine translation, executed with much zeal and care. Finally, we offer our heartfelt thanks to Dr. Graham Speake, Secretary of the Friends of Mount Athos in Great Britain, for his untiring efforts in organizing the project and for his help in editing the text. May God reward their efforts through the prayers of the Blessed Elder Joseph for helping to nourish our brethren throughout the world with the golden manna of the Athonite patristic tradition.
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			FOREWORD

			‘The most important thing’, writes St Kallistos Kataphygiotis in the Philokalia, ‘that happens between God and the human soul is to love and to be loved.’

			The subject of this present book, the Athonite monk and spiritual father Joseph the Hesychast, was precisely a person who loved God with all his heart. And, because he was in this way inspired by love for God, he was able to evoke a similar love in those around him. He acted as a magnet, as a pole of attraction; his life grew transparent, so that others were able to see Christ in and through him. He became, that is to say, what in the Orthodox Church is termed an ‘elder’ (in Greek geron, in Slavonic starets), a spiritual guide and master who teaches others not through book-learning but through personal experience, and not through words only but also more profoundly through his own example.

			The Holy Mountain of Athos, where Fr Joseph spent the greater part of his life, and which since the tenth century has been the chief centre of Orthodox monasticism, is today undergoing a striking resurgence. After a half-century of relative decline and falling numbers, there has been since the late 1960 ’s a many-sided renewal: large numbers of fresh recruits have arrived, the monastic buildings are everywhere being restored, the services are celebrated with greater attentiveness and beauty. It is difficult to assess the precise reasons for this reawakening, but one thing at any rate is beyond dispute: a crucial factor has been the presence on the Mountain of elders endowed with the gifts of spiritual fatherhood and capable of attracting and guiding disciples. Here in this book we have first-hand testimony to the life and teaching of one such elder, whose spiritual children have perhaps contributed more than any other single group to the contemporary transformation of the Athonite scene.

			The Elder Joseph the Hesychast lacked secular education –he had studied for only two years at primary school– but he was, to use the scriptural phrase, theodidaktos, ‘taught by God’10. On the Holy Mountain he followed the hardest and most radical form of the monastic life, dwelling not in a coenobium or fully organized community but in the ‘desert’, that is, as a hermit or in an isolated settlement with a few companions. His biographer describes in detail the daunting austerities which he endured, and these may well baffle and even scandalize a modern Western reader. But, before expressing an opinion, let us remember St Paul’s warning, ‘The spiritual person is judged by nobody’11. Athonite monasticism always remains a mystery to outsiders!

			Three things, at any rate, are clear. First, while unremitting in his ascetic efforts, at the same time Fr Joseph repeatedly insisted that nothing is possible without divine grace, and that this grace is always a free gift, never a reward. Secondly, although displaying towards himself a severity that was little short of merciless, towards others he was gentle, patient, and full of loving sensitivity. His extreme self-denial did not make him grim and gloomy, but in his relationship with his disciples he was warm and joyful, with a quiet sense of humour. Thirdly, and most important of all, he insisted that monastic perfection is to be found, not in the observance of outward ascetic practices, but in the cultivation of inner recollection, stillness (hesychia), and prayer of the heart. His whole life was founded on St Paul’s injunction, ‘Pray without ceasing’12. This continual mindfulness of God he strove to maintain through the repetition of the Jesus Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.’ In the text that follows, this is often simply termed ‘the prayer’.

			In this emphasis upon inner prayer and stillness, Fr Joseph anticipated the main direction that the contemporary renewal on Mount Athos has adopted. This renewal can best be characterized as Philokalic and Palamite. It has been deeply influenced by the collection of Orthodox ascetical and mystical texts known as the Philokalia, in which a central place is assigned to prayer of the heart and to the invocation of the name of Jesus; and it has taken as its special mentor the fourteenth-century Byzantine theologian St Gregory Palamas, himself an Athonite monk, who taught that the true fulfilment of inner prayer is the experience of the divine and uncreated light of Tabor, the light which shone from Christ at His Transfiguration. This Philokalic and Palamite orientation is a direct development from the teaching, simple yet profound, which Joseph the Hesychast gave to his small circle of immediate disciples.

			Along with Fr Joseph’s asceticism, another feature which may perplex the Western reader is the prominence of visions throughout his life. This is something that needs to be taken seriously and at its full value. All too often modern rationalism has robbed us of any true sense of the immediacy of the spiritual world; we are in danger of turning Christianity into a philosophical theory or into a welfare organization like the Red Cross, and –in practice, if not in theory– we exclude the possibility of the miraculous. Saints such as Fr Joseph remind us that today, as in the past, God does indeed reveal His direct presence with vividness and overwhelming power. What is important –and what this book makes abundantly plain– is that visions, signs, and miracles are never to be separated from the total faith and practice of the Church.

			One characteristic of Fr Joseph which is typically Athonite is his fervent devotion to the Mother of God. He felt himself to be especially under her care and protection, and it was the sense of her unfailing support that encouraged him in his many trials and difficulties.

			The Elder Joseph the Hesychast, both in his lifetime and more particularly after his death, has had a profound and far-reaching influence. No fewer than six out of the twenty monasteries on the Holy Mountain, as well as numerous hermitages and solitary cells, have been repopulated by the Elder’s spiritual children and grandchildren. Among his leading disciples is the author of this biography, the Elder Joseph of Vatopaidi. Born in Cyprus in 1921, like his teacher the Elder Joseph the Hesychast he received little secular education, studying only in the lower grades of primary school. At the age of sixteen he entered the Cypriot Monastery of Stavrovouni, where he remained until 1945. He then left for the Holy Mountain, and here after a two-year search for a spiritual father he met the Elder Joseph the Hesychast. The twelve years that he spent with the Elder, until the latter’s death in 1959, had a decisive influence upon the younger Joseph, and provided the lasting inspiration for his future monastic journey.

			After the death of Joseph the Hesychast, the younger Joseph lived for a time as a hermit, and then he founded and acted as spiritual father to a monastic brotherhood first at New Skete and then at the Monastery of Koutloumousiou. In 1989, by the decision of the Holy Community of Mount Athos and with the blessing of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, he was became the leading spiritual father of Vatopaidi, the second in rank of the Athonite monasteries. When he assumed this position, Vatopaidi was in grave decline, almost entirely deserted and derelict. Under his guidance it is now well on the way to recovery, with a vigorous community of some seventy members, many of them young and well-educated. The task of making good half a century of neglect is proving formidable, but everywhere in the vast buildings of the monastery there are signs of revival.

			Fr Joseph of Vatopaidi’s account of the life and teachings of the Elder Joseph the Hesychast was originally published in Greek in 1982, and has been several times reprinted in that language. The present translation has been made by an English Orthodox now living in the United States, Elizabeth Theokritoff. Our gratitude is due both to her and to the Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, which made a generous grant towards the costs of the translation. 

			The translator has deliberately preserved the direct and unadorned style of the original. It is vital that any English version of the life of the Elder Joseph should faithfully reflect –as I believe that the translator has here succeeded in doing– the two specific qualities that mark the original; and these two qualities are that the account is at once both traditional and personal. It is traditional in the sense that the biographer employs a particular hagiographic style, such as has been used for many centuries by Orthodox writers when composing the lives of the saints. This is not the way in which a contemporary Western author would write a biography; but the preservation of this hagiographic style is important in that it highlights the continuity of the Church’s tradition of holiness.

			At the same time the account by the Elder Joseph of Vatopaidi is not only traditional but personal: it is a testimony based on life, for he tells us about things which he has himself seen or heard. In his presentation of the teaching of his spiritual father, while arranging the material under topics, he has not otherwise tried to express it in a systematic fashion. His chief concern is that we should have the chance to listen to the Hesychast’s own voice; and for this opportunity we are truly grateful.

			Those who come to venerate the Tomb of our Saviour in Jerusalem have to bow down as they enter, for the doorway is low. Those who read this book need to do the same: they have to lay aside the ‘wisdom of this world’ so as to understand the ‘foolishness’ of the Gospel, as it was taught and lived by Joseph the Hesychast.

			When I was sixteen I bought and read a book that changed my life: The Desert Fathers by Helen Waddell. After forty-five years I still have before me my original copy, heavily underlined. I was fascinated by the sayings of Abba Antony, Amma Theodora, and the other monks and nuns of fourth-century Egypt –by their austerity and their maximalism, but also by their loving-kindness, humanity, and shrewdness. As I first read the Gerontikon in Helen Waddell’s translation, I thought to myself: here is a world far distant in time and space, and yet possessing a strange immediacy; a world timeless and yet directly relevant. At that first reading it never entered my head that there could be people alive in my own day who followed exactly the same manner of life as the early Egyptian ascetics had done. When some ten years later I made my first pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain, I was amazed to find that the tradition of Desert spirituality was by no means solely a thing of the past. As I spoke with monks who could have come straight out of Helen Waddell’s book, I was impressed by the continuity of Orthodox life through the centuries.

			The same unbroken continuity is frequently evident in the struggles, experiences, and teachings of the Elder Joseph the Hesychast. In the pages that follow, it is as if we were reading about a fourth-century Desert Father from the Gerontikon; and yet we are reading about a person of our own century, who speaks to us, not from the remote past, but as our contemporary. Indeed, there are times when he seems to be speaking to us not from the past or the present but from the future, as a prophetic witness to the Age to Come.

			Bishop Kallistos of Diokleia
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Elder Joseph with his community at New Skete
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