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Abstract
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Virtue cultivation is an under-researched topic in theological virtue ethics. Moreover,
little attention is given in virtue ethics to vice and its impact on virtue cultivation. In this
dissertation, I respond to this lacuna by examining the role of the removal of evil passions in
moral growth in the Dialogues on the Soul, whose author, John of Apamea, is a fifth-century
ascetic who has introduced the discussion of passions in Syriac Christianity. For John, moral
growth occurs in three stages: somaticity, psychicality, and pneumaticity. I argue that, for John,
the gradual healing from evil passions facilitates one’s moral progress from one stage to another.
After examining John’s theological anthropology, in the first chapter, I explore his views
on the relationship of the body and the soul with the passions in chapters two and three. In
chapter four, I focus on the morality of the passions, that is, whether the passions in themselves
are good or evil, and to what degree one is morally responsible for them. I, then, reconstruct, in
chapter five, a list of the passions and their variations in the Dialogues on the Soul, as well as the
structure of the passions as stirrings that are intimately connected to thoughts. In chapter six, I
synthesize the different techniques of the ascetic therapy of the passions, and, finally, in chapter
seven, I show how the ascetic therapy of the passions helps one to progress morally from
somaticity to psychicality. The state one must reach on earth is the purity of the soul, which is

characterized by the absence of evil passions. This paves the way for the manifestation of true
virtue at the pneumatic level. The full manifestation of the natural virtue of the soul, however, is
an eschatological gift of the Divine Grace.
Finally, through this dissertation, I aim to draw attention to the central role of removing
vice in moral growth and, more broadly, to the significance of Syriac asceticism for virtue ethics.
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“To descend from the height of knowledge is the depravation of the soul.
Virtuous strife is war against the passions.
True valor is victory over bad thoughts.
Learning about virtuous things is a salutary affair”
John of Apamea, Dialogues on the Soul, 90
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INTRODUCTION
This dissertation is a contribution to the recent conversation within moral theology and
virtue ethics, in particular, on virtue cultivation. It considers the writings of a fifth-century Syriac
Christian ascetic, John of Apamea, whose largest work, the Dialogues on the Soul and Passions
(henceforth, the Dialogues), is dedicated to the question of moral growth. This dissertation will
argue that, in the Dialogues, the healing of vices and passions plays a central role in virtue
cultivation and moral growth. Before delving into this topic, several introductory remarks are in
order. First, I will situate the topic of this dissertation in the context of the academic fields of
virtue ethics and Syriac studies. Second, I will introduce the Dialogues. Third, I will examine
John’s literary sources. And, finally, I will explain my methodology and outline the dissertation.
I. The Academic Context
A. The Disconnect between Virtue Ethics and Syriac Studies
Syriac ascetical writings remain a useful but an untapped source for virtue ethics. Syriac
asceticism and virtue ethics rarely intersect in modern scholarship. A keyword search of the
Comprehensive Bibliography on Syriac Christianity, a regularly updated database of hundreds of
listings, shows no monographs on virtue or virtue ethics in Syriac Christianity. One of the
reasons for the disconnect between these two academic fields may be the lack of knowledge of
the Syriac language among virtue ethicists, especially considering that several important Syriac
texts have not yet been translated into English. Another reason is the focus of Syriacists on
linguistics, history, liturgy, and dogmatic theology to the detriment of the study of virtue as a
moral category. This may be because moral theology is not a distinct discipline for Syriac
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authors, and, therefore, the questions and methods of moral theology have not been applied to
Syriac texts.
Furthermore, the disconnect between the two fields may stem from the subject matter
itself. The modern resurgence of virtue ethics in philosophy and theology is widely credited,
inter alia, to Elizabeth Anscombe’s article, “Modern Moral Philosophy.” In her article,
Anscombe lays bare the flaws of the moral theories known as deontology and utilitarianism and
argues for the necessity of a concept of virtue to anchor ethics, that is, to explain adequately why
being just, for example, is good or bad. 1 In another landmark contribution, Alasdair MacIntyre
argues in After Virtue for the need to recover the concept of teleology for ethics, whereby a
person’s morality is guided by an understanding of her “end.” 2 For MacIntyre, moral actions
cannot be judged apart from one’s ultimate goal. This renewed interest in virtue and teleology
naturally led to closer studies of the moral philosophy of ancient figures, such as Aristotle, who
have written about virtue. Aristotle conceives of virtues as habits which enable the person to
reach a life of excellence or flourishing (eudaimonia), that is, her “end” or purpose (telos). In
theological circles, virtue ethics has primarily focused on the moral theology of Thomas
Aquinas, and, to a lesser degree, Augustine. Early Christian ascetic literature, on the other hand,
has so far received little attention from virtue ethicists.
As mentioned earlier, Syriac scholars have not focused on virtue ethics. This is partially
explained by the fact that the field of Syriac studies is still developing. The priority of Syriacists

1

G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” Philosophy 33, no. 124 (1958): 1–19.

2

Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London: Duckworth, 1981).
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has been to produce critical editions and, when possible, translations of the texts of major
theologians, such as Ephrem, Jacob of Sarug, and Narsai. Critical editions and translations are
essential because they allow scholars to examine and analyze the content of these texts. Indeed,
much remains to be studied and explored in Syriac theology, in general, and on virtue, in
particular. Moreover, even though Syriac asceticism has been amply studied, it has been
generally approached as a socio-historical phenomenon, and ascetic writings on virtue have been
subsumed under the heading of “spirituality,” and not of virtue ethics or moral theology. 3
In short, the concepts of virtue and moral growth in Syriac asceticism have not been
adequately studied for all the reasons mentioned above. The purpose of this dissertation is to fill
that significant academic gap. Within Syriac asceticism, I have chosen to study John of
Apamea’s Dialogues on the Soul because of this text’s unique contribution to the topic of virtue
and moral growth. The publication and translation of some of John of Apamea’s works over the
last hundred years have elicited increasing interest among scholars worldwide. In addition to the
introductions which accompany these translations, some studies have examined the historical,
dogmatic, and mystic aspects of John’s corpus. 4 John’s views on passions, virtue, and moral
growth, however, have remained unexplored, and it is to this desideratum that this dissertation
responds.

3

For a well-known, albeit disputed, contribution to the history of asceticism, see Arthur Vööbus, History of
Asceticism in the Syrian Orient: A Contribution to the History of Culture in the Near East I, vol. 184, Subsidia t.14,
Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium (Louvain: Secrétariat du CSCO, 1958), which was followed by two
other volumes in 1960 and 1988.
4

For a full and up-to-date bibliography on John of Apamea, see The Center for the Study of Christianity,
“John of Apamea,” A Comprehensive Bibliography on Syriac Christianity, accessed March 12, 2020,
http://www.csc.org.il/db/browse.aspx?db=SB&sL=J&sK=John%20of%20Apamea&sT=keywords.

4
B. The Contribution of the Dialogues on the Soul
The author of the Dialogues, John of Apamea, is a major figure within Syriac asceticism
who has had a strong influence on later writers. Moreover, John represents a transitional moment
in the history of Syriac literature characterized by an increased (and judicious) integration of
elements of Greek philosophy into Christian theological writings. Dozens of works have been
attributed to the Solitary, but the Dialogues are especially important because, more than any of
John’s other texts, they offer a pedagogical program for moral growth guided by the ascetic
therapy of the passions.
Virtue ethics stands to gain from the wisdom of Syriac ascetical writings, especially on
the topic of virtue development and moral growth. 5 Theological scholarship on virtue
development remains relatively scarce, partly because a major source of virtue ethics, Thomas
Aquinas, focuses more on describing the different virtues rather than on the pedagogy of moral
growth or virtue development. Some scholars have inferred stages of moral growth that are
implicit in Aristotelian and Thomistic writings. Howard Curzer, for instance, constructed a fourstage model based on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics: the incontinent, the continent, the
naturally virtuous, and the properly virtuous. 6 Similarly, from a theological viewpoint, William
Mattison constructed a four-stage model based on Aquinas’ Summa, which comprises vice,

5
For the purposes of this dissertation, the phrases “virtue development,” “virtue cultivation,” and “moral
growth” are used interchangeably. Growing morally is developing and cultivating virtue.
6

See Howard J. Curzer, Aristotle and the Virtues (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 341–66. Curzer
also notes in Aristotle As four categories of “incorrigible” people who cannot become good: the vicious, the brutish,
natural slaves, and tragic heroes. See Curzer, 367–87. For an updated taxonomy of character types based on
Aristotle’s work but which takes into account modern psychological research, see Christian B. Miller, “Categorizing
Character: Moving Beyond the Aristotelian Framework,” in Varieties of Virtue Ethics, ed. David Carr, James
Arthur, and Kristján Kristjánsson (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 143–62.
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incontinence, continence, and virtue. 7 However, neither Curzer nor Mattison explain if or how
Aristotle and Aquinas envision the progression from one stage to another.
Recently, two monographs have attempted to fill this gap in virtue ethics. Under the
leadership of the philosopher Nancy E. Snow, a group of scholars have offered a multidisciplinary contribution to the question of cultivating virtue, with only one theological
contribution by Jennifer Herdt, focusing on cultivating virtue through Christian practices. 8 The
following year saw the publication of a similar and complementary monograph, with the
theologian Jennifer Herdt reflecting on the role of guilt and shame in developing the virtues. 9
Thus, a monograph wholly devoted to the theology of moral growth awaits to be written.
A theological examination of virtue cultivation and moral growth can benefit
considerably from Christian ascetical texts. In fact, as a training in virtue, the Christian ascetic
tradition of late antiquity offers precious insights into virtue development which have not yet
been explored. Within Christian asceticism, the insights of the Syriac tradition on moral growth
have yet to be introduced by moral theologians and virtue ethicists. This dissertation aims
precisely to accomplish that goal by examining the central role of the passions and the ascetic
therapy of the passions in virtue cultivation and moral growth in the Dialogues on the Soul and

7
See William C. Mattison, Introducing Moral Theology: True Happiness and the Virtues (Grand Rapids,
MI: Brazos Press, 2008), 85–90.
8

Jennifer A. Herdt, “Frailty, Fragmentation, and Social Dependency in the Cultivation of Christian Virtue,”
in Cultivating Virtue: Perspectives from Philosophy, Theology, and Psychology, ed. Nancy E. Snow (Oxford ; New
York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 227–49.
9

Jennifer A. Herdt, “Guilt and Shame in the Development of Virtue,” in Developing the Virtues:
Integrating Perspectives, ed. Julia Annas, Jennifer A. Herdt, and Darcia Narvaez (New York NY: Oxford University
Press, 2016), 235–54.
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Passions by the fifth-century Syriac writer and mystic, John of Apamea, also known as John the
Solitary. 10 More specifically, this dissertation will argue that, for the Solitary, moral growth is a
three-tiered process propelled by the gradual healing of vicious passions: the more an individual
is healed of her vicious passions, the more she becomes virtuous.
Before proceeding further, a clarification is needed concerning the use of the term
“ascetic therapy.” As chapter six will show, John presents himself to his interlocutors as a
physician or a healer (ʾosyo) who is diligent in helping others be healed of their vicious passions,
which he terms a “disease of the soul.” Although John does not use the term “therapy,” he speaks
of healing the soul, and self-emptying, of vicious passions, as well as of removing vicious
passions. I use the term “therapy” here as a generic term encompassing all these disparate terms
John uses to indicate a “medical intervention” targeting vicious passions. 11 The adjective
“ascetic” is added to indicate that, even though John’s therapeutic methods share common tools
with modern schools of psychotherapy, as chapter six will show, these methods do not aim at
mere emotional relief but at moral growth and, ultimately, at an intimate life with God in the
“New Life,” which is one of the terms John uses to indicate the eternal life with God.
Furthermore, one of the unique contributions of the Dialogues to modern virtue ethics is
their focus on vice, in addition to virtue. Except for a few monographs, contemporary moral

10

The first critical edition of the Dialogues is Johannes von Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele und die
Affekte des Menschen, ed. Sven Dedering (Leipzig: O. Harrassowitz, 1936). The number between parentheses
following quotes from the Dialogues refer to the page number in Dedering’s edition from which the quote was
taken.
11

It is common in modern scholarship to speak of “therapy” in reference to ancient philosophical methods
of healing the passions. See Martha Craven Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic
Ethics, New edition (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2009).
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theologians have devoted little effort to studying vice and its impact on virtue development. 12 In
Science and the Christian Ethics, Paul Scherz highlights the necessity, for fruitful and sound
biomedical research, of removing vice from oneself, but he largely relies in his proposal on
Stoic, and not on distinctively Christian, practices. 13 John of Apamea is likely familiar with, and
has borrowed from, ancient and Hellenistic philosophy, including Stoicism, and, like the Stoics,
he establishes a strong connection between passions and thoughts or beliefs. Yet, his framework
and language are Scriptural, and his philosophical borrowings are adapted to his theological and
ascetical purposes. This makes his contribution unique and worth exploring. But, first, it is
important to examine John of Apamea’s identity and to introduce the textual basis of this
dissertation, namely, the Dialogues on the Soul.
II. John of Apamea and the Dialogues on the Soul
A. John of Apamea
1.The Identity of John of Apamea
The identity of John of Apamea is elusive, due to the large number of monks named John
who lived in Syria and Egypt. This is also due to the wide range of texts, which are similar in
themes but divergent in theological frameworks, and which are attributed to a writer called John

12
See Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Vainglory: The Forgotten Vice (Grand Rapids, Michigan; Cambridge,
[England]: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014). Also, see David M. Cloutier, The Vice of Luxury:
Economic Excess in a Consumer Age, The Moral Traditions Series (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University
Press, 2015). For a pastoral and sacramental approach to vice, see Jana Marguerite Bennett and David M. Cloutier,
eds., Naming Our Sins: How Recognizing the Seven Deadly Vices Can Renew the Sacrament of Reconciliation
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2019).
13

See Paul Scherz, Science and Christian Ethics, First edition (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2019).
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of Apamea. 14 It would be redundant and unnecessary to reproduce in detail the analysis of all the
historical sources which mention the name John of Apamea, especially considering that I have
not examined the question of John’s identity and will not make an original contribution to this
discussion. Many scholars have already undertaken this task. 15 Thus, I will simply present one of
the earliest and one of the latest attempts in modern scholarship at identifying John of Apamea.
At the dawn of the twentieth-century, Syriac scholar Jean-Baptiste Chabot notes that the
historical references to John of Apamea are contradictory and cannot refer to only one person.
He asserts that there are two authors who are named John of Apamea: one from the ninth century
who hails from the region of Apamea in Babylon and who was condemned by Patriarch Timothy
I; and another from Apamea in Syria who lived in the sixth century, mentioned by Theodore Bar
Koni, an eighth-century Nestorian bishop from Mesopotamia. 16 Neither of the two individuals
Chabot identifies is the author of the Dialogues. Nevertheless, the historical references which
Chabot has unearthed have spurred later investigations into the identity of John of Apamea.
Dempsey Rosales Acosta offers one of the latest and most thorough discussions of John
of Apamea’s identity, and in it he presents an overview and a sound critique of the modern

14
For a full list of the texts attributed to John of Apamea, including a distinction between authentic and
dubious attributions, see Werner Strothmann, introduction to Johannes von Apamea: Sechs Gespräche mit
Thomasios, der Briefwechsel Zwischen Thomasios und Johannes und drei an Thomasios Gerichtete Abhandlungen,
Patristische Texte und Studien 11 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1972), 5–39.
15

See Irénée Hausherr, “Un grand auteur spirituel retrouvé: Jean d’Apamée,” Orientalia Christiana
Periodica 14, no. 1–2 (1948): 3–42; Strothmann, introduction to Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 61–67; Lars
Gösta Rignell, introduction to Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler (Lund: H. Ohlssons Boktryckeri, 1941), 16–20.
16

Jean Baptiste Chabot, “Éclaircissements sur quelques points de la littérature Syriaque,” Journal Asiatique
X, no. 8 (1906): 265.
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debate on this question. 17 He reviews the three main hypotheses which scholars have proposed to
identify John of Apamea: (1) the hypothesis, championed by scholars such as Hausherr and
Lavenant, of three different persons named John of Apamea; 18 (2) the hypothesis of two different
persons named John of Apamea proposed by Anton Baumstark; 19 and (3) the hypothesis,
proposed by Werner Strothmann, of one John of Apamea. 20 Rosales Acosta concludes from his
critical analysis of these different hypotheses that the one-person hypothesis is untenable in the
face of the conflicting philosophical or theological influences noted in the large corpus attributed
to John of Apamea. In fact, some of these texts betray Nestorian, Pantheistic, Gnostic, Messalian,
and Neoplatonic influences. Strothmann believes that these influences are later, posthumous
corruptions of the original corpus of the fifth-century John of Apamea and are foreign to John’s
theology. 21 Nevertheless, Rosales Acosta opines that
it is logically easier, according to the historical data of the witnesses reviewed, to
acknowledge the existence of a group of theologian monks from the same geographical
area who had the same name and, over a period of almost three centuries, presented in
their writings diverse theological opinions that moved through a wide variety of
theological positions. 22

17
Dempsey Rosales Acosta, From John of Apamea to Mark’s Gospel: Two Dialogues with Thomasios: A
Hermeneutical Reading of Horáō, Blépō, and Theoréō, Studies in Biblical Literature, v. 160 (New York: Peter Lang,
2014), 38–48. See also Dempsey Rosales Acosta, “The Historical John of Apamea: A Framework of the Problem of
His Identity,” Journal of Early Christian History 5, no. 1 (January 2015): 4–25.
18

Rosales Acosta, From John of Apamea to Mark’s Gospel, 39.

19

Rosales Acosta, 44.

20

Rosales Acosta, 45.

21

Strothmann, introduction to Johannes von Apamea, 63–67.

22

Rosales Acosta, From John of Apamea to Mark’s Gospel, 45.
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Moreover, Rosales Acosta adds, ancient writers, such as Philoxenos of Mabbug and
Palladius, have themselves recognized the existence of multiple monks named John of Apamea
and have carefully distinguished between them. 23 Consequently, the multiple-person hypothesis
of Hausherr and Lavenant is the most plausible of all three hypotheses. 24 And, unless future
studies prove it wrong, this hypothesis is the one I adopt here.
2.The Author of the Dialogues on the Soul
Scholars do not agree on who wrote the Dialogues. In 1871, William Wright listed in his
catalog of the Syriac manuscripts at the British Museum a section of Br. M. Add. 17169 which
dates from 581 CE under the heading “Four discourses on the soul, and on the division of the
human passions; in the form of dialogues with Eusebius and Eutropius.” 25 Wright attributes these
discourses to “John the Solitary, Seer of the Thebaid,” also known as John of Lycopolis (d. ca.
394 CE). 26 In 1936, Swedish professor of Semitics at Lund University, Sven Dedering,

23

Rosales Acosta, 46.

24

Rosales Acosta, 48. Recent studies on the Solitary accept the three-person theory. See Sr. Roselin
Aravackal Puthuparampil, “John the Solitary: A Great Mystic with Ambiguous Face,” Christian Orient 38, no. 3
(2017): 118; Ethan K. Laster, “John the Solitary’s Epistle to Marcianus: Edition, Translation, and Analysis”
(Abilene, Texas, Abilene Christian University, 2019), 8.
25
William Wright and Department of Oriental Printed Books and Manuscripts British Museum, Catalogue
of the Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum Acquired since the Year 1838, vol. 2 (British Museum, 1871), 452.
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introduced Western scholars to a Dialogue on the Soul and Passions of Men, which, following
A.J. Wensinck, he attributes to “Johannes von Lykopolis.” 27
Three years later, in 1939, the French Jesuit and Greek patristics specialist, Irénée
Hausherr, published a French translation, based on Dedering’s critical edition, which closely
follows Dedering’s German translation. 28 Hausherr titled to work Dialogue sur l’âme et les
passions des hommes by “Jean le Solitaire,” whom he provisionally dubbed “Pseudo-Jean de
Lycopolis.” Hausherr also expressed his hope that future research would be able to prove this
“Jean le Solitaire” to be, indeed, John of Apamea. 29 In the remainder of the twentieth century,
scholars presented critical editions and translations of other works of John the Solitary, such as
some of his letters, dialogues, and tractates. 30
The next translation of the Dialogues did not appear until 2012, when biblical scholar and
Syriacist, Marco Pavan, published an Italian translation. By then it had become customary to
identify, as Pavan does, John the Solitary with John of Apamea, a fifth-century “Syriac
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1939).
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Orthodox” monk. 31 Finally, in 2013 a Dialogue on the Soul (also based on Dedering’s critical
edition), attributed to John the Solitary, was introduced to the Anglophone public by Mary
Teresa Hansbury. 32
Perhaps the most comprehensive examination of the identity of the author of the
Dialogues comes from Rosales Acosta. Rosales Acosta proposes that a monk who lived in the
region of Apamea, in the northern part of Syria, whom he calls “Proto-John”—the first John of
Apamea in the three-person theory mentioned earlier—is the likely author of the Dialogues.
Rosales Acosta also attributes to John of Apamea other published texts under John’s name, such
as the letters and the dialogues with Thomasios. 33 Rosales Acosta follows Strothmann in setting
two criteria for attributing certain works to John: (1) stylistic idiosyncrasies, including medical
imagery and repetition; and (2) central theological themes, such as the hope for a New Life, the
nature of the soul, the role of baptism, and angelology. 34 Works that exhibit both of these
features are likely authentic works of the Solitary. Moreover, in the Dialogues, John himself
alludes to the letter he had already written to Eusebius and Eutropius (14), thus providing textual
evidence of the authenticity of said letter. Thus, I do not object to Strothmann’s proposal about
the literary unity of these works—a proposal, which is followed by Lavenant and Rosales Acosta
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and which no scholar has discredited. This allows for the possibility, when some of John’s ideas
need to be clarified, to consult the other letters and dialogues which are likely written by the
same hand.
According to Rosales Acosta’s reconstruction, Proto-John, the author of the Dialogues,
“was an educated man who received a great deal of his formative experiences in Alexandria, […]
where he obtained a Hellenistic education including philosophy and logic, as well as biology and
medicine, all of which held significant places in the Hellenistic instruction of the time.” 35 John’s
Hellenistic education in Alexandria explains the influence of authors, such as Evagrius and
Gregory of Nyssa, on his corpus, as will be discussed shortly.
John was also a monk. In the Dialogues, he is called ʾiḥidoyo, which is commonly
translated as “solitary.” Nevertheless, the term ʾiḥidoyo does not primarily refer to a person
leading a life of solitude. According to Florence Julien, ʾiḥidoyo, like the Greek monachos,
primarily expresses the fact that the monk is “unified in his being and in his heart as was the
Christ.” 36 John was also a writer whose works reached Palestine and Jerusalem even in his
lifetime, 37 and a spiritual teacher whose guidance and wisdom monks have left their cells and
traveled far to seek. 38
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In sum, there are some unanswered questions regarding the identity of John of Apamea.
Nevertheless, it is not necessary here to examine in more depth the identity of the author of the
Dialogues or the many theories which Syriac scholars have proposed to resolve this problem.
Moreover, some authors have already studied John’s geographical, historical, and theological
context. 39 Repeating their research would only be redundant and would not serve to advance the
arguments proposed here. Furthermore, although knowing the identity and life of an author helps
to explain his writings, the absence of such information does not preclude an intelligent analysis
of said writings. Hence, these questions will not be further examined here.
B. The Dialogues on the Soul
1.Manuscripts and Date of Composition
The Dialogues are the primary text that I analyze in this dissertation. It is the first of
John’s texts to be presented in a critical edition and a translation. Dedering lists six main
manuscripts containing a full or partial text of the Dialogues, ranging from the sixth to the
eleventh centuries. 40 The oldest extant manuscript, which also contains the full text of the
Dialogues, is Br. M. Add. 17169. This manuscript dates from 581 CE and attributes the
Dialogues to “John the Solitary, Seer of the Thebaid.” 41 Therefore, the terminus ad quem for the
date of composition of the Dialogues is 581 CE. This manuscript forms the basis of Dedering’s
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critical edition and of all subsequent translations of the Dialogues, including my own translation
which I use in this dissertation. 42
In addition to the manuscript evidence, it is possible to estimate the date of composition
of the Dialogues based on textual evidence. One of the dating estimates which most scholars
accept comes from André de Halleux and is based on John’s Christological language and ideas.
According to de Halleux, John’s writings betray a “high Christology” aligned with preChalcedonian Syrian theologians, such as Ephrem, and the School of Edessa, but it also reacts to
“the impact of the Greek Christological, spiritual, and philosophical ideas introduced by
translators during the second quarter of the fifth century.” 43 Thus, de Halleux estimates that John
likely wrote between 430 and 450 CE, that is, after the Nestorian controversy and before the
Dyophysite definition of Chalcedon. 44 He also notes that it is because of the absence of traces of
the Chalcedonian controversy from his writings that John’s spiritual teachings were influential
on both Miaphysite and Dyophysite authors. 45
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2.Structure and Literary Genre
The Dialogues are presented as the firsthand written account of a certain Eutropius, who,
along with a certain Eusebius, has decided to visit the Solitary after they had received a letter
from him (1). By Eutropius’ own admission, the Dialogues are not a complete transcript of the
Solitary’s discourses, for “many things were said that have not been written” (1). Nevertheless,
this might simply be a literary device: the length of the four dialogues (approximately, 51 folios
in Br. M. Add. 17169) and the accurate citing of the Peshitta favor the hypothesis that the
Dialogues were written by the Solitary himself and are not the notes of his interlocutor,
Eutropius.
The Dialogues are composed of four dialogues, and each dialogue is preceded by a title.
The word “dialogue” does not appear in the main title of this section of the manuscript, but the
titles of the third and fourth dialogues use the word mamlo (55, 80, respectively), which means
speech or discourse. The main title appears on Fol 32b of the manuscript Br. M. Add. 17169, and
it introduces the Dialogues as “other sections (niše) on the soul and the distinction (puroš)
between the passions of the somatic, psychical, and pneumatic persons” (1). The Second
Dialogue is titled: “Secondly, on the distinction between the passions of the soul; on the cause of
their stirrings; and on which [passions] are of its nature and which are outside of its nature” (28).
The other two dialogues are simply titled Third Discourse and Fourth Discourse.
Some critical editions and translations have used the title “Dialogue on the soul,” likely
following William Wright’s description of this section of the manuscript as “Four discourses on
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the soul […] in the form of dialogues with Eusebius and Eutropius.” 46 This dissertation adopts
the title “Dialogues on the Soul,” opting to refer to the four discourses as dialogues. Terming
each individual discourse a “dialogue” is not intended to deny the literary unity of the four
dialogues, for the topics of the passions and their relation to the body and soul permeate all four
dialogues. Yet, each dialogue starts with a chronological marker and a new question, thereby
distinguishing the four dialogues from one another, at least in emphasis. For example, the first
dialogue begins with the question: “Why is it that, of all the bodies, the nature of the soul has
been placed in a human body?” (1). This question charts the course for the rest of the dialogue
which focuses on the relationship between the body, the soul, and the passions. The second
dialogue is said to begin after the mid-day prayer (28). It opens with John’s portrayal of himself
as a physician and continues with a discussion of the different passions and their diseases.
As a literary genre, the dialogue is known in the Syriac literature, but it takes the form of
poetry and metered stanzas. These dialogue-poems often contain theological disputations and are
primarily preserved in liturgical manuscripts, which suggests that they may have been sung or
recited in liturgical settings. 47 Nevertheless, the dialogue form the Solitary uses is not modeled
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after the Syriac dialogue-poems, but after Greek dialogues. 48 Brock views the Dialogues as an
example of a Syriac adoption of Greek literary forms. Perhaps the closest example of such
adoption dates from the third century (ca. 220 CE) is Bardaisan’s Book of the Laws of the
Countries, which is philosophical-theological treatise on free will and fate written in the form of
a Platonic dialogue. Yet, as Brock rightly notes that, in comparison with the typical Greek
dialogue and the Book of the Laws, “only a perfunctory nod is given to the provision of a
dramatic setting” in John’s Dialogues. 49 The dramatic setting of the Dialogues is, indeed,
minimal: the First Dialogue is said simply to take place in the Solitary’s cell, after Eutropius and
Eusebius had greeted the Solitary “with the converse of prayer” (1). No other mentions of
movement or of the setting appear in the rest of the dialogue. Similarly, the second dialogue
opens with a minimal reference to time and location: “After we had completed the mid-day
service, we went to him after the conclusion of the prayer, and he began to speak to us” (28). The
second, third, and fourth dialogues end with a short intercessory prayer related to the dialogue’s
topic. This minimal attention to the dramatic setting may be explained by John’s focus on
content rather than on style.
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The connection between the Dialogues and Greek literature extends beyond the literary
form to encompass Greek philosophy and patristics. Although it is not the purpose of this
dissertation to uncover John’s sources, it is useful to turn to some ancient sources to illuminate
John’s ideas. However, as the next section will show, identifying the authors or sources which
may have influenced John is a challenging task.
III. Greek Influence on John of Apamea
A. The Problem of Identifying the Sources
The position of modern scholars on the question of Greek influence on the Solitary has
shifted considerably over the last century. In 1939, Hausherr proclaimed that John did not know
Evagrius, nor is he dependent of the Stoics, Plato, or Aristotle. He claimed that John is
“doctrinally independent” from any other source except for the Holy Scriptures. 50 By 2015, it
was clear to scholars that John “was one of the earliest Syriac authors to reflect a substantial
engagement with Hellenistic thought,” as Adam Lehto puts it, since the sympathy John expresses
for Platonic ideas is not found in fourth-century sources, such as Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, the
Book of Steps, or Ephrem’s opus. Hence, John represents an important moment in the integration
of elements of Greek theology and spirituality into the Syriac corpus. 51
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Lehto highlights the generically Platonic tenor of John’s writings and gives some textual
evidence to illustrate his claims. 52 Indeed, there are clear indications that John is familiar with
Greek philosophy. In the First Dialogue with Thomasios, John demonstrates an awareness of
Greek philosophy, since he expresses his appreciation of “Platonists” who recognize the
existence of the soul and his rejection of the Epicureans who have denied the existence of an
immaterial soul. 53 Similarly, in the Dialogues, John exhibits a familiarity with some of the major
psychological theories known in his day (39-40), even though he does not attribute these theories
to specific schools. Furthermore, the Dialogues contain some Platonic ideas, such as the
simplicity and full rationality of the soul, which is found in the Phaedo, and the concept of the
“turning of the soul towards itself” (epistrophē). 54 John also uses Aristotelian concepts, such as
the powers of the soul (2, 18).
It is plausible that the Solitary would be familiar with Greek philosophy since, as a
Roman citizen, especially if he were of a high socio-economic status, he may have had the
opportunity to receive the traditional Greek paideia, which would have exposed him to the
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writings of Aristotle and Plato, among others. 55 But even if one were to admit that John’s
writings have a Greek tenor, it is difficult to identify precisely the sources of this influence. The
first difficulty is that John does not cite his sources. The only major source he cites is Scripture,
and more specifically, the Syriac translation of the Bible called the Peshitta (the “simple”
translation). 56 The second difficulty one faces in determining John’s sources is that it is unclear
whether John has read the philosophical and theological texts in the original Greek or in their
Syriac translations. The issue here is that, if John has read the original Greek texts, then he has
either paraphrased the Greek texts in Syriac or translated the Greek text loosely, as was common
in the fifth century. This renders a textual comparison between Greek and Syriac more
complicated and beyond the scope of this dissertation. On the other hand, if John has read Syriac
translations of the Greek texts, then a textual comparison is difficult since most of the
translations of Greek philosophers into Syriac date from the sixth century, that is, are posterior to
John’s literary career. 57
The third difficulty is that there are several channels through which John may have been
exposed to Greek philosophy. Scholars agree that John likely spoke and read Greek, in addition
to Syriac. Nevertheless, according to Strothmann and Lavenant, this does not necessarily mean
55
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that John has read the complete works of Platonists or the Epicureans: it is possible that he has
used some Syriac manuals of popular philosophy, that is, florilegia of philosophical excerpts and
aphorisms arranged by subjects which were available to the educated elite and the writers of his
time. 58 According to Hugonnard-Roche, in these manuals of popular philosophy, Plato is
portrayed in a positive light as “a teacher of wisdom, teaching silence, retreat from the world, the
care of the soul.” 59 It is possible, therefore, that John may have become familiar with Plato and
the Platonists through these manuals.
Therefore, comparing John’s Syriac text to the original Greek texts cannot determine
whether there is a direct literary dependence of John on his predecessors. Hence, it is challenging
to identify John’s sources with certainty unless one knows whether John has read these sources
in Greek or in Syriac translation, and whether he has read the original texts or isolated excerpts.
One way to answer this question is to look at the Syriac translations which would have been
available to John in the first half of the fifth century, that is, in the decades of his literary activity.
B. Greek Texts in Translation
The translation into Syriac of Greek philosophical and patristic writings began in the fifth
century. Henri Hugonnard-Roche asserts that two types of philosophical texts were translated
first from Greek to Syriac, and these texts belong to the “isagogical” literature of Late Antiquity:
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first, manuals of “popular philosophy,” aimed to prepare one for the ethical philosophical
formation; and, second, treatises from Aristotle’s Logic, aimed at introducing students to the
“philosophical formation proper.” 60 These texts were translated in the fifth and sixth centuries,
although the exact decade is not known. Furthermore, there is no evidence that the dialogues of
Plato were ever translated into Syriac. 61 Similarly, the earliest known Syriac translation of
Aristotle’s woks was made by Sergius of Rešʿainā (d. 536) in the early fifth century. 62
Consequently, if John has read Greek philosophers, such as Plato or Aristotle, in Syriac, he has
likely read them in fifth-century manuals of philosophy. Nevertheless, this leaves entirely open
the possibility that John has read his philosophical sources in the original Greek.
As for Greek patristics, their earliest translations also date from the fourth century,
including works of Titus of Bosra, Pseudo-clementine, and Eusebius of Ceaserea. 63 Some of the
fifth century translations cover the works of Basil of Caesarea (De spiritu sancto and some
homilies), Cyril of Alexandria (attributed to Rabbula of Edessa) and Theodore of Mopsuestia
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(attributed to Ibas of Edessa). 64 No obvious traces of most of these authors are detectable in the
Dialogues, but scholars have highlighted the possible influence of Theodore of Mopsuestia on
the Solitary. It is, thus, possible that John may have read these theologians in Syriac, since some
of their works were available in Syriac translation in the fifth century. 65
John also echoes Evagrian ideas, such as the focus on evil thoughts as the cause of
passions. An Evagrian influence on the Solitary is possible since, as Antoine Guillomont argues,
the Syriac versions of Evagrius’ writings have shaped both the vocabulary and ideas of Syriac
asceticism. 66 One must ask, therefore, if it is possible that John was familiar with the works of
Evagrius. Scholars largely agree that Syriac translations of Evagrius’ two major works, the
Kephalia Gnostica and the Praktikos, may have been available in the fifth century. The Kephalia
was translated in the first decades of the sixth century, at the latest—even possibly as early as the
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fifth century. 67 The first Syriac translation of the Praktikos, the so-called S1, was made sometime
before the early fifth century. 68 Consequently, both major texts were likely available in Syriac
translation to the Solitary at the time he wrote the Dialogues.
Further evidence of the possible influence of Evagrius on the Solitary can be gleaned
from the common vocabulary found in both authors. De Halleux argues that John’s use of the
term metziʿnuto (stirring) possibly betrays John’s familiarity with the Kephalia. 69 Similarly,
Brock opines, based on a terminological comparison between John and the Syriac translations of
Evagrius, that John “knew at least some of Evagrius’ writings.” 70 Nevertheless, Brock warns
against the automatic assumption that John “already knew of Syriac translations of Evagrius’
works, since it is very probable that [he] was perfectly capable of reading Greek.” 71 Thus, even
though Syriac translations may have been available in John’s time, it is uncertain in which
language John had read Evagrius’ works.
In addition to Evagrius, John echoes a few ideas from Gregory of Nyssa’s De anima et
resurrectione and De hominis opificio, such as the image of passions as wounds on the soul and
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even the three-tiered division of moral life, respectively, as chapter three will argue. Yet, there
are no extant manuscripts containing whole Syriac translations of De anima et resurrectione. 72 A
full translation of De hominis exists but in a manuscript from the eighth century. 73 Here, too, it is
not possible to determine whether John has read Gregory of Nyssa in Syriac and Greek, and a
positive determination of direct textual dependence is not possible.
In sum, it is not immediately evident what sources John may have used, or in what
language he may have read these sources. It is, therefore, complicated to identify his sources
with precision. Nevertheless, it would be detrimental to ignore the influence of these sources,
because they can help to clarify John’s thought. The unclarity primarily stems from the fact that
John does not systematically define his terms or explicate his aphorisms. When it is possible to
identify an author’s sources, it is useful to examine how this author’s unclear terms or concepts
were defined or used in his sources. However, when one cannot identify these sources with
certainty, one is left with one option, namely, to speculate on what these sources may be. Hence,
I have examined the works of some Greek philosophers and Church Fathers whom I suspect to
have directly or indirectly influenced the Solitary and who use some of the same terms and
concepts present in the Dialogues in order to shed a light on John’s ideas and terms. Therefore,
when needed, concepts and ideas derived from Greek philosophy and patristics will be invoked,
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not because they have been deemed to be John’s sources, but simply because they help to clarify
John’s thought.
IV. Methodology and Outline
This dissertation uses textual analysis, to explain John’s thought in the Dialogues, and
synthesis, to organize it coherently. It is primarily based on the only extant critical edition of the
Dialogues published by Sven Dedering in 1931 and which all translators have followed. Two
other collections of John’s works, such as his letters and his dialogues with Thomasios, will also
be consulted when necessary to supplement information missing from the Dialogues. Although
the Dialogues and other works have been translated into many languages, including English, all
translations of John’s texts from Syriac to English in this dissertation are my own. Furthermore,
my translation occasionally clashes with previous translations in significant ways, as will be
pointed out in footnotes.
Moreover, when quoting the Solitary, key Syriac terms will be transcribed using the
transcription rules of West Syriac attached in the appendix. Although most Syriacists use the
East Syriac transcription, it is appropriate to use the West Syriac transcription here in keeping
with the author’s and the Dialogues’ West Syriac dialect. The transcribed words will be placed in
the translated text between parentheses, and they serve primarily to highlight Syriac keywords in
John’s text. Lastly, for a clearer or grammatically more correct translation of the excerpts from
Syriac texts, some words which are not in the original Syriac source have been added between
brackets to the translated text.
This dissertation proceeds in seven chapters. Since John of Apamea remains largely
unknown in academic circles and under-researched, even among Syriacists, making any claims
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about his views on the passions, virtue, or moral growth requires much expository work, starting
with John’s theological anthropology, that is, his understanding of human nature. This is
important inasmuch as passions are, for John, psychosomatic phenomena that involve both the
body and the soul and cannot, therefore, be properly comprehended without examining how John
views the body, the soul, and their interconnection. It is also necessary to organize John’s ideas
into coherent views of what passions and the methods of healing them are, and of what virtue
and moral growth consist. Thus, in order to show the central role that the ascetic therapy of the
passions plays in moral progress and the cultivation of virtue, examining the Solitary’s thought
will begin with John’s general theoretical framework. This will allow me to delve subsequently
into the deeper layers of his thought and to explore more specific topics.
The first chapter will examine the relationship between the body and the soul in the
Dialogues in light of the prevalent influence of Neoplatonism in fifth-century Syria. It will look
at how John negotiates within his theological anthropology between the dualistic tendencies
inherited from Neoplatonism, on the one hand, and a biblical appreciation of matter, in general,
and the body, in particular, as a Divine creation, on the other hand. The constitution and
attributes of the body and the soul determine and predict their respective roles in moral life,
including their contributions to vicious or virtuous living. This chapter will argue that both
dualistic tendencies and images of a harmonious body-soul partnership coexist in the Dialogues.
Negotiating these opposite tendencies results in a hierarchical anthropology. In this anthropology
the body and the soul are two autonomous natures with opposite attributes which God has,
nevertheless, joined in a partnership (šawtoputo), and the material, mortal body is the instrument
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of the spiritual, immortal soul. Therefore, the body is not evil in itself, but it remains inferior to
the soul.
The second chapter will examine the relationship between the soul and the passions
within this anthropological framework. It will argue that, for John, the soul is one’s “inner and
true person” and is created by God naturally free of vicious passions. However, if the naturally
impassible soul is not the origin (or, as John terms it, the “cause”) of passions, then, unless one
posits an extrinsic source of passions, such as demons, passions must originate in the body, as
chapter three will argue. The connection between the passions and the mortal, corruptible body
anticipates John’s pejorative view of the passions as vicious “fruits of the flesh.” This pejorative
view does not extend to all the passions, some of which John calls “good passions,” but rather it
indicates that, in the Dialogues, John is primarily concerned with the vicious passions which
impede one’s moral growth. Hence, being healed of vicious passions is, for John, the bedrock of
moral growth.
If healing the passions is essential to moral growth, one must, then, understand what
passions are, since the remedy must take into consideration the structure of the disease. Thus, the
fourth chapter will examine the passions and organize John’s statements across the Dialogues to
produce an account of the lists, variations, and structure of the passions. It will argue that John’s
different categorization of the passions serve therapeutic, prognostic, and evaluative purposes.
For example, the two basic categories of passions are the so-called passions of the body and
passions of the soul. The purpose of this distinction, for John, is to determine the order in which
passions must be healed, with the passions of the body being healed first. This distinction also
determines the ascetic therapeutic techniques prescribed for each category, with bodily ascesis
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targeting primarily the passions of the body and cognitive modification healing the passions of
the soul. Furthermore, variations of the same passions based on their intentional objects helps to
determine the prognostic of a certain passion (e.g., the desire to be praised for one’s wealth vs.
one’s virtue) and the moral value of the passion (e.g., fear of the world vs. the fear of God).
Looking at the structure of passions, this chapter will also argue that, for John, passions are
stirrings of the mind (and, by extension, the soul) which are strongly connected to one’s
thoughts.
But if passions are stirrings of the mind, does that automatically make them intrinsically
evil? If not, why must one heal or remove them? Furthermore, can a person heal her evil
passions and, if so, is she morally responsible for doing so? These questions will be answered in
chapter five which explores the morality of the passions. This chapter will, first, look at the
moral value of the passions and argue that, for John, the passions can be evil, good, or neutral,
and that their moral import resides in the value system they express. Second, this chapter will
examine the voluntariness of the passions, in order to determine the agent’s moral responsibility
in managing the passions and will argue that, for John, the agent is responsible for struggling
against evil thoughts and passions.
If the agent is responsible for her passions, what exactly does it mean to heal them? And
what therapeutic tools or techniques can she use to achieve that goal? Chapter six will answer
these questions by looking at the objectives of the ascetic therapy which range from weakening
evil passions to removing them from the mind. It will also identify the techniques John
prescribes for healing the different categories of passions, arranging them into cognitive,
behavioral, and contextual techniques.
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The seventh, and final, chapter is the culmination of this dissertation. After the passions
and their methods of healing have been closely studied, it is finally possible to explain how the
ascetic therapy of the passions drive the cultivation of virtue and moral growth. First, it is
important to understand what virtue is, for John, and what virtue cultivation means when the soul
is viewed as naturally virtuous. I will argue there that, for John, virtue cultivation requires,
before all else, healing from vicious passions. Once vice is eliminated, the natural virtue of the
soul will shine like the sun. Healing from vicious passions drives moral growth because it helps
one to progress from one stage to another: removing the vicious passions of the body helps one
to move from the first stage of moral growth, called somaticity, to psychicality. At the psychical
stage, one struggles against the passions of the soul, particularly the desire for money and the
desire for praise.
Once a person has been healed of all these passions, she reaches a state John calls the
“purity of the soul,” which is defined as the absence of vicious passions (but not the absence of
all passions, as in apatheia). Curiously, for the Solitary, few people achieve the purity of the
soul, and even fewer progress to the third stage of moral growth, called pneumaticity, where true
virtue flourishes, thereby implying that true virtue is reserved for a select few. Far from being
pessimistic about the human condition, this selectivity in moral growth results from viewing true
virtue as a pure gift of Divine grace that can only be given to humans eschatologically in the
New Life.
In sum, this dissertation aims to present important insights from the Dialogues of John of
Apamea on the centrality of the ascetic therapy of the passions for virtue cultivation and moral
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growth. It hopes to contribute to virtue ethics by rediscovering the importance in Christian
asceticism of removing vice as a preliminary or a complement to virtue development.

CHAPTER ONE: DUALISM AND PARTNERSHIP IN JOHN OF APAMEA’S
THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY
Introduction
This chapter will explore the dynamic of dualism and partnership between body and soul
in John of Apamea’s thought. Dualism refers to an antagonistic dynamic between the body and
the soul. Partnership, however, which translates the Syriac term šawtoputo, is a term John uses to
describe the body-soul connection, and it also means association or participation. In terms of
body-soul dynamic, partnership represents the opposite of dualism: a harmonious or
collaborative relationship between body and soul. As the heir of a Syriac theology colored by
Greek philosophy, John attempts to reconcile in his theological anthropology two seemingly
conflicting beliefs: the essential goodness of God’s Creation, on the one hand, and corporality’s
hindering of the soul’s moral and spiritual growth, on the other hand.
This chapter does not directly advance the overall argument of this dissertation but offers
the necessary anthropological framework within which to understand the terms of the arguments.
In fact, understanding the body-soul dynamic is the bedrock of any discussion of the passions
and moral growth because, in Antiquity, passions were generally viewed as phenomena that
involve a person’s body and soul. Similarly, moral growth often involves a certain
transformation of the body and the soul through certain practices. Hence, it is necessary to
examine the anthropological framework within which passions and moral growth operate.
How does John conceive of the body and the soul individually? More importantly, how
does he view the relationship between the body and the soul? According to the late Arthur
Vööbus, expert in Syriac asceticism, the attitude of early Syriac asceticism towards the body is
33
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fundamentally hostile. “Asceticism with all its means,” Vööbus writes, “is directed against the
human body. A longing for the spiritual life is equated with the contempt for nature. This
inaugurates a continuous fight, the ‘subjugation of the body’ aiming at the changing of nature.
The ultimate purpose of subjugation is the killing of bodily needs.” 1 If Vööbus is correct, then
the anthropology embedded in Syriac ascetism is fundamentally dualistic, and one might expect
John, a fifth-century Syrian ascetic, to profess a purely antagonistic relationship between the
body and the soul.
Many scholars of Syriac asceticism characterize Vööbus’ portrayal of Syriac
anthropology as exaggerated and partial. In the five decades since Vööbus’ seminal—and highly
contested—monograph on Syriac asceticism, many scholars have worked to counterbalance with
their findings such extreme claims of hatred of the body. They have done so by bringing to light
authors and ideas in Syriac patristics which are overlooked by Vööbus and which value the body
as God’s good Creation. One of these scholars is Susan Ashbrook Harvey. While Ashbrook
Harvey does not deny the influence of dualistic currents—such as Gnosticism, Manicheism, and
Marcionism—on Syrian asceticism, she insists that “it would be misleading to regard heterodox
dualism as the only source of Syrian asceticism. On the contrary, the most influential and
enduring aspect of early Syrian Christianity was the concept of the essential ‘oneness’ of the
believer’s self, a ‘oneness’ of body and soul.” 2 Ashbrook Harvey’s position is that, not only an
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“essential oneness”—ʾiḥidoyuto, in Syriac—tempers dualistic tendencies in Syriac anthropology,
but that it even prevails. This already sets Syriac asceticism apart from strictly dualistic
philosophies and theologies which regard matter and the body as fundamentally evil. 3
The tension between dualism and “oneness” is evident in John of Apamea’s works: on
the dualistic side, one could point to the recurrence of the classic Platonic (and Neoplatonic)
image of the body as the soul’s prison. In the Fourth Dialogue, for instance, John laments that,
“when one observes the glorious nature of the soul, one is grieved by the weak body in which
one is imprisoned” (85). 4 Similarly, in the First Dialogue with Thomasios, John warns that “the
soul tied to the body remains, in its intellect, prisoner of the body’s behavior.” 5 The soul and its
activity are imprisoned in the body. Consequently, asceticism becomes the effort to free the soul
from the body in order to allow the soul to ascend toward God. Nevertheless, John maintains that
the presence of the soul in the body is willed by God for humanity’s benefit (3), which implies
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that the body cannot be fundamentally evil, because God does not will evil things. 6 John’s
anthropology cannot, therefore, be simply called dualistic, despite the elements of dualism
present in it. But, in this case, how are its non-dualistic tendencies expressed, and how do they
interact with dualistic elements?
To answer this question, this chapter will, in the first section, explore the tension in
John’s anthropology between dualism and partnership and will argue that a stark body-soul
distinction is embedded in the opposite attributes that John assigns to the body and the soul, as
well as in his understanding of the body and the soul as (relatively independent) “natures.” This
is, nevertheless, moderated by ideas of unity between the body and the soul, as the connection
between John’s anthropology and his symbolic cosmology suggests. The metaphor of the soul as
“clothed in the body” will reinforce this pattern of unity. The second section will examine how
this tension is translated in John’s epistemology. John views the body and the soul as “partners”
in acquiring knowledge, while clearly acknowledging the limits of this partnership. This chapter
will invoke relevant Greek and Syriac sources to show the philosophical and theological context
of John’s ideas and to help illuminate these ideas. It will also set the stage for a discussion, in the
following chapter, of the role of the body and the soul in generating and transforming the
passions.
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I. Distinction and Unity between the Body and the Soul
This section is an initial exploration of John’s anthropology, and it looks at the dual
dynamic of distinction and unity between the body and the soul at the ontological level. It will,
first, examine the structure of John’s anthropology, namely, whether his anthropology is bipartite
or tripartite. It will show, next, that John’s ontological terminology depicts the body and the soul
as distinct entities with opposite attributes. Finally, it will uncover images of unity between the
body and the soul by examining the connection between John’s anthropology and his symbolic
cosmology and John’s view of embodiment as the soul being “clothed in the body.” In short, this
first section aims to draw a portrait of the body-soul dynamic in John’s anthropology.
A. The Body and the Soul as Distinct Entities
1.A Bipartite or Tripartite Anthropology?
Before examining the dynamics within John’s anthropology, it is important to identify the
number and nature of anthropological “parts” or entities which, for him, constitute a human
being. This question is relevant because the organizing feature of John’s Dialogues is the
division of the spiritual life into three ascending levels: the level of the body, the level of soul,
and the level of the spirit. This three-tiered division will be analyzed in detail in chapter seven,
but it is brought up here because it raises the question whether John’s anthropology, like his
conception of moral progress, is three-tiered . In other words, does John conceive of the human
being as composed only of body and soul, or of body, soul, and spirit?
Arguing in favor of a bipartite anthropology, Rosales Acosta notes that a tripartite
division of spiritual life is not ubiquitous in John’s works: It is unique to the Dialogues and not
found in John’s other works published by Strothmann (Six Dialogues with Thomasios, Two
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Letters to Thomasios, and Three Tractates). In these works, Rosales Acosta writes, prevails a
“dualistic conception of reality, which also implies an anthropological dichotomy manifested in the
undeniable relationship between the corporeal and spiritual person (or interior person).” 7 Rosales
Acosta’s point is that John’s anthropology must be understood in the light of his dualistic
conception of reality and not his three-tiered conception of moral growth.
Indeed, John divides the universe into several dualities, such as visible and invisible
realities, the sensible and the intellectual, and the world of humans and the world of angels. More
will be said about this later. But is there really a connection between John’s conception of reality
and his anthropology, as Rosales Acosta claims? The first page of the Dialogues suggests so.
Asked by Eutropius and Eusebius about the embodiment of the soul—a decidedly
anthropological question—John prefaces his answer with his thoughts on Creation: “[God] has
ordained (someh) all of this wide and spacious nature, in its height and in its depth, with its
elements which are in opposition with each other by their nature” (1). John then proceeds to
describe a universe which is ordered and harmonious, despite the opposition between its
constitutive elements. Then he adds that, in this universe, “everything which has power for
motion and color in its appearance, consists of two mysteries (roze): its manifest (galyo)
appearance and the skillful workmanship of God which is within it” (1). John expresses here his
understanding of the structure of the world as dual: a visible dimension, which consists of the
outer appearance of an object, and an invisible dimension wherein the Creator’s wisdom lies.
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Having established this dual cosmology, John positions his anthropology in parallel with
it: “[S]omeone whom God is poised to create, […] his constitution (qyomeh) in the world must
(wole) be in the two powers of two substances (tren zawʿin dtarten ʾusiyas)” (1-2). Human
constitution, then, must mirror the dual constitution of the universe. Each “substance”
corresponds to an aspect of the universe: the body corresponds to the visible, sensible aspect,
while the soul corresponds to the “creative workmanship of God” that is hidden in each being.
The parallelism between cosmology and anthropology carries significant implications which will
surface elsewhere in John’s writings: the body, like the visible dimension of existence, is
material and mortal, while the soul, designed to perceive God’s wisdom through Creation, is
spiritual and immortal.
Rosales Acosta is, then, correct in linking John’s “conception of reality” to his
anthropology and in arguing that a dichotomous anthropology fits John’s overall conception of
reality better than a trichotomous one. He concludes his proposal with the claim that the tripartite
vision of the person applies only to the Dialogues, and not to John’s other writings. 8 However, a
close reading of the Dialogues does not support this last claim: John is, indeed, consistent in his
anthropology and does not propose a tripartite anthropology in the Dialogues and a bipartite one
elsewhere. On what, then, does Rosales Acosta base his claim?
Rosales Acosta asserts that “John of Apamea established this spiritual notion [of the
tripartite division of spiritual life] based upon the tripartite Pauline division of a person found in
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1Thess 5:23.” 9 In that verse, Paul prayerfully exhorts the Thessalonian community: “May the
God of peace himself make you perfectly holy and may you entirely, spirit, soul, and body, be
preserved blameless for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Paul seemingly professes a
tripartite anthropology in this verse, and this may have led Rosales Acosta to assume that John of
Apamea follows suit. It is likely that Rosales Acosta is repeating a similar claim made by
Lavenant, who was the first to suggest in a footnote in his introduction to John’s Dialogues et
traités that John’s tripartite spiritual life is spelled out in 1Thessalonians 5:23. 10 But Rosales
Acosta and Lavenant disregard John’s use of several verses from 1Corinthians 2-3 (13–14) as
scriptural support for his tripartite spiritual life, and the fact that John nowhere cites
1Thessalonians 5:23. Thus, John’s choice of biblical verses does not suggest that he professes a
tripartite anthropology.
Furthermore, John does not say that a person is made of three parts: body, soul, and spirit.
But what to make of the fact that John uses the term “spirit” in addition to the term “soul”? Does
that alone not suggest a tripartite anthropology? An examination of John’s texts reveals that,
even though John uses the term spirit (ruḥo), he does not mean by it a distinct part of the person.
That is because, as will be shown next, soul and spirit do not designate two separate entities for
John, but one entity with two names.
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It is in the Second Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius that John argues that the soul and the
spirit are one and the same “nature.” This argument is part of a meticulous demonstration, based
on Scripture, of the existence of the soul in the body. 11 John invokes several biblical verses in
support of the existence of the soul (e.g., God breathed life into Adam and he became a living
soul in Genesis 2:7; Jesus gave up the spirit on the cross in Luke 23:46). But because these
verses which are crucial to John’s argument use both terms, “soul” and “spirit,” John must argue
that “soul” and “spirit” designate one nature, and not two distinct natures: “The soul is the same
as the spirit,” he emphasizes, “and the spirit, the same thing as the soul.” 12 It is clear, then, that,
although John’s three-tiered division of spiritual live may have led some scholars to view his
anthropology as tripartite, John professes a bipartite anthropology conceiving of the person as
body and soul. There is no third “nature” called spirit which plays an additional role in his moral
and spiritual thought. 13 That being established, it is now possible to examine how John views the
body and the soul.
2.Attributes of the Soul and the Body
In the course of the abovementioned demonstration on the existence of the soul in the
Second Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius, John explicates the attributes of the soul and the body,
thereby giving the reader a closer look at his anthropology. The attributes of the soul are
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considered first. John asserts that that the same nature may alternately be called “soul” or
“spirit,” with each of these terms emphasizing different attributes. He writes that Scriptures “call
[this nature] ‘spirit’ because of its lightness (qaliluto), and because its nature (kyono) does not
take flesh. This is so that, by the term “spirit,” we may learn the simple nature (kyono pšiṭo) of
the soul; and that, by the appellation “soul,” we may understand the vitality (ḥayuto) of its
nature, which consists of immortal life.” 14 In the next page of the same letter, he reiterates this
same claim, namely, that “the nature (qnumo) of the soul is called ‘spirit’ because of its subtlety
(qaṭinuto), and is called ‘soul’ because of the vitality (ḥayuto) of its nature (kyonoh).” 15 The term
“spirit” denotes, then, the light, ethereal, simple, and immaterial nature of the soul, as well as its
subtlety which enables it to perceive and understand spiritual realities. The term “soul” denotes
the soul’s vitality and immortality. Even though John does not elaborate on their meaning or
significance, these attributes, combined, paint with broad strokes John’s understanding of the
soul.
How do these attributes compare to the attributes John assigns to the body? Before
answering this question, it is worth noting one complication: two words, pagro and gušmo,
commonly used in Syriac literature, including John’s texts, could translate the English word
“body.” These terms do not neatly correspond to the Greek terms, soma and sarx, and there is no
one meaning or connotation that is uniformly tied to these words in Syriac literature. 16 Therefore,
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their meaning is specified by the usage each author makes of them. Evagrius of Pontus is a good
reference, in this respect, because of the significant influence his translated works had on Syriac
asceticism, both in terms of the specific vocabulary he used and his understanding of that
vocabulary. 17 In the late fifth-century Syriac version (S2) of Evagrius’ Kephalia Gnostika,
Ramelli finds that pagro refers to “heavy, thick, fleshly, and mortal bodies,” such as the earthly,
human body, while gušmo can also refer to “finer, incorruptible, and immortal bodies,” such as
the “spiritual bodies” of angels and demons. 18
The same distinction between pagro and gušmo is not found in the Dialogues. John uses
these terms in the Dialogues with strikingly different frequencies: gušmo eight times and pagro
182 times. It is sufficient, therefore, to look at how John uses the term gušmo to determine the
existence, or lack thereof, of a consistent semantic pattern, and whether this pattern matches that
of Evagrius’ S2. Tracking the word gušmo in the Dialogues, one finds two instances where John
describes the soul and its “senses” as “more subtle than all the bodies (gušme)” (2, 29). John is
comparing the soul to “all the other bodies,” which means that he is comparing the soul either to
a human body that is not inhabited by a soul or to bodies which are deprived of a rational soul,
such as the bodies of animals (41, 47, 48). If gušmo could designate the body of an animal, then
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John clearly does not use gušmo to indicate “finer, incorruptible, and immortal bodies,” as
Evagrius’ S2 does.
John is not consistent, however, and there is one notable instance of the use of gušmo in
the Dialogues in reference to Christ. John quotes Ephesians 5:30 which calls Christ the Body
(soma) and the faithful the members. In an unusual deviation from the wording of the Peshitta,
the Syriac translation of the New Testament, which translates soma as pagro in this verse, John
uses gušmo to refer to Christ, the Body. Interestingly, when in the next line Eusebius questions
John on this topic, Eusebius uses pagro to refer to Christ, as the Peshitta does (64). In other
examples of inconsistent terminology, John uses pagro to designate the bodies of angels (3) and
the spiritual human body in Heaven. 19 Also, at least in one instance, he uses pagro, instead of
gušmo, to refer to the body without a soul (3). To complicate matters more, in the Sixth Dialogue
with Thomasios, John writes that “the place (ʾatro) of the pagro is the gušmo,” 20 implying that
the two concepts can overlap to form one reality where gušmo refers to the physical body, and
pagro to its symbolic dimension. This brief overview reveals that in the Dialogues John does not
rigidly distinguish pagro and gušmo and does not consistently attach the same meaning to
them. 21

19
For the bodies of angels, see also Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 31. For the
spiritual human body in heaven, see Johannes von Apamea, 11.
20

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 72. See Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of
Nineveh, 62.
21

Perhaps, the one constant is that John does not use gušmo to designate the ensouled human body, but
only pagro. In addition, he consistently uses the adjective pagronoye which derives from pagro, to designate
individuals who live “at the level of the body.” Nonetheless, the characteristics of “the level of the body,” as will be
shown in a later chapter, are dissociated from the different meanings the term pagro takes throughout John’s
writings.

45
The situation is different in the Second Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius where John
clearly defines and distinguishes pagro and gušmo. He acknowledges this double terminology
applied to the body, which he calls “our visible nature (qnumo).” 22 He explains that the body is
called pagro “because of the multitude of its members, as the Apostle said: ‘If they were all one
member, where would the body be?’ It is called gušmo because it incarnates (metgašam) our
visible appearance.” 23 Pagro, then, connotes the composed nature of the body, whereas gušmo
connotes its fleshliness and materiality, or, as Hausherr translates it in French, its
“massification.” 24 These characteristics of the body (composition and materiality) diametrically
oppose the soul’s simplicity and immateriality. This sets the stage, on a purely ontological level,
for a potential conflict between the body and the soul: can two opposite entities coexist
harmoniously? More fundamentally, how does a simple and immaterial soul interact with a
material and composed body, and vice versa? A closer look at John’s ontological terminology
will shed a light on these questions.
3.The Body and the Soul as “Natures”
John uses three terms to refer to the soul and the body as ontological entities, yet he does
not clarify if there is a difference between these terms: pusis, ʾusiya, and kyono. Both pusis
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andʾusiya are Greek loanwords (respectively, phusis and ousia); and pusis and kyono both mean
“nature.” 25 These terms are not used frequently in the Dialogues: ʾusiya is used three times, only
in one paragraph, and does not reappear; and pusis is used only once. The term John most
commonly uses to refer to the soul and the body is the term kyono (“nature”). 26
Pusis and ʾusiya first appear in the opening question of the Dialogues where Eutropius is
inquiring about the reason why the nature (pusis) of the soul has been placed, of all the bodies, in
a human body (1). In his response John does not use pusis to refer to the nature of the soul or the
body, but he uses the plural form of the term ʾusiya, which means substance or essence. 27 He
states that “someone whom God is ready to create, […], his structure in the world must be made
with two powers of two substances (tren zawʿin dtarten ʾusiyas)” (4): the body and the soul.
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John does not define the terms pusis and ʾusiya, but their juxtaposition in the same
paragraph suggests that he is using them interchangeably. This is possible, since a “conceptual
superposition” of physis and ousia in Syriac literature is the result of the influence of Aristotle’s
Categories, Porphyry’s Isagoge, and other Neoplatonist commentaries. 28 This superposition did
not last, however. In the Christological controversy and the resulting Council of Chalcedon in
451 CE, the philosophical categories of ousia and phusis played a central role in formulating the
relation between the humanity and divinity of Christ, and, hence, became the object of semantic
scrutiny. Using each term judiciously became crucial from a Christological point of view. Since
John is likely writing before the Council of Chalcedon, according to de Halleux, it is
understandable that he would not distinguish these concepts scrupulously. 29 If it is true that John
conflates the terms ʾusiya and pusis, as he seems to do routinely with other terms, as discussed
earlier, and pusis and kyono both mean “nature,” this means that all three terms roughly
correspond to the concept of “nature.”
What does this constellation of terms mean for John’s anthropology? Tracking the
definitions of these terms in the writings of multiple Syriac authors, such as Babai the Great,
Jacob of Edessa, and Theodore Bar Koni, Berti concludes that what these terms have in common
is that they signify an individual, distinct, and independent entity. 30 If John understands “nature”
in the same way as Berti suggests, this means that he views the body and the soul as
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ontologically distinct and independent. This ontology fits and benefits John’s overall project in
two ways. The first benefit is eschatological. John does not profess an Aristotelian
hylomorphism—according to which the soul is the form of the body and, consequently, cannot
subsist apart from the body. He refuses to tie the soul’s destiny to that of the mortal body.
Viewing the soul and the body as distinct entities allows him to profess an immortal soul which
is unaffected by the body’s death and decay. The second benefit is moral and spiritual. A monk
often experiences the urges of the body as a force against which he often struggles: an
independent, immaterial soul is able disentangle itself enough from the body to help subdue the
body and its urges.
From a strictly anthropological viewpoint, this spells a somewhat disjunctive conception
of the person. One could rightly wonder how two independent and distinct “natures” with
opposite attributes can be joined and form a stable union in the first place. John does not seem
interested in asking this question. The presence of the soul in the body is, for him, fait accompli.
His concerns are more practical and pastoral. His purpose is to find ways to manage the
relationship between the body and the soul for the purpose of ascending the levels of virtue and
spirituality.
In brief, this ontology highlights the dualistic tendency in John’s anthropology. John
views the body and the soul as distinct natures with contrary attributes, which presages a
conflicted relationship within the human being. But this conflicted dynamic is only one aspect of
John’s anthropology and, as will the next section show, is counterbalanced by a dynamic of unity
and partnership between the body and the soul.
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B. The Body and the Soul United
This section will examine the non-dualistic dimension of John’s anthropology, first, by
arguing that John’s anthropology mirrors his symbolic cosmology. Second, this unity will be
confirmed by John’s use of the metaphor of the soul as “clothed with the body.” A symbolic
relationship between the body and the soul signals a unity between them, to the degree that, in a
symbol, the signifier and the signified are united. Similarly, for John, a soul which is “clothed
with the body” is united with the body without being confused with it. Together, the symbolic
relationship between the body and the soul and the clothing metaphor depict a connection
between the body and the soul which counterbalances the dualistic dimension of John’s
anthropology.
1.The Body is the Symbol of the Soul
As discussed earlier, Rosales Acosta holds that John’s anthropology is best understood in
the light of his dual conception of reality. This section will show that John’s conception of reality
is symbolic, as is his anthropology. The Syriac Fathers, in general, view the world as symbolic,
meaning that the visible world communicates to the observer another reality beyond what is
visible. Beggiani draws a parallel between this symbolic worldview and the Syriac typological
method of exegesis. He asserts that, “[c]oming out of a world view that considered Creation,
Revelation, and Incarnation as elements of one process, the Syriac tradition regarded the
typology found in Scripture as a particular manifestation of the nature of things. Types, symbols,
and mysteries are at the core of Creation itself.” 31 Beggiani’s claim is, not only that the world
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reflects the divine, but also that “[c]reated things are by their very nature revelatory.” 32 Creation
is ontologically symbolic. The question is whether John’s cosmology aligns with the Syriac
tradition, in this respect.
John uses several terms from the registry of typology to describe the world. Describing
the structure of beings, John writes that “everything which has power for motion and color in its
appearance, consists of two mysteries (roze): its manifest (galyo) appearance and the skillful
workmanship of God which is within it” (1). The Syriac term rozo (singular of roze) is
significant. Hausherr renders rozo as “aspect,” 33 which is not a theological or a philosophical
term. But is John making a stronger claim about the dual structure of the universe than the term
“aspect” suggests? Is John suggesting that the structure of reality is symbolic, in the sense that its
visible dimension reveals an invisible reality? Since John does not define these terms, one needs
to look at their genealogy to delineate their semantic fields.
Looking at Ephrem’s cosmology may shed a light on this question. According to Bou
Mansour, an expert on Ephremian theology, rozo is a theologically rich term which can be
translated as “mystery,” “sacrament,” “type,” “secret,” or “symbol.” 34 In Ephrem’s works, the
terms rozo and tupso (from the Greek tupos, type) are closely connected, and both terms indicate
a represented reality made present. However, these terms differ in that tupso refers to an explicit
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connection between the present and the represented reality (e.g., Moses as a type of Christ),
whereas in a rozo the connection between the present and the represented reality is less obvious
and more difficult to decipher. 35 Ephrem views the world, at the same level as Scripture, as a
“teaching nature” (kyono yolupo) instructing, and revealing the Lord to, humanity. 36 Yet, he calls
the world a rozo, indicating that the world does not reveal God in an obvious and easy way, but
only to those who seek him with discernment. 37
If John understands rozo in the same way Ephrem does, then his statement about the two
“mysteries” which compose a being means that the visible and the invisible dimensions of being
or of Creation point to God and reveal him, but not patently or without effort on behalf of the
observer. This interpretation fits well with John’s statements elsewhere about the difficulty
humans have in knowing God through Creation alone because of their blinding passions and
sins. 38
John uses other terms to highlight the symbolic nature of the world. He explains that God
gave the natures which he created a “seal (ṭabʿo) and an image (ṣurto) in the color of their
external appearance” (2). The Syriac word ṭabʿo also means “imprint” and expresses God’s
action on the visible dimension of Creation. Simply put, God has sealed and imprinted Creation.
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Ephrem also uses the term “seal” when he writes that “[t]he cross is the seal (ṭabʿo) and mold of
Creation,” 39 and that, with the incarnation of the Son, “Divinity sealed itself upon Humanity, so
that Humanity might also be adorned with the Divinity’s stamp.” 40 The world is figuratively
made in the shape of the Cross, and humanity is shaped in the image of the Divinity. This seal is,
therefore, God’s intentional and salvific shaping of Creation and humanity.
Bou Mansour asserts that, for Ephrem, both rozo and ṭabʿo describe a signifier revealing
a signified. But he notes that, more than rozo, ṭabʿo (seal) suggests an “intermixing” of the
signified with the signifier. 41 God’s “seal” goes deeper than the surface of the world’s
appearance to affect and mold the very being of the world. This is especially true of the impact
of the incarnation of the Word on human nature. John uses a similar language when talking about
the incarnation which he calls “an image (ṣurto), a seal, a likeness, and with a perfect form
(ṣalmo) of members and joints.” 42
Without foraying into its Christological implications, the term “seal” explains how the
visible aspect of the world reveals God, namely, through God’s will and shaping action. John
believes that God formed, sealed, and completed the icon of all living beings in his image. 43 John
also considers all beings, even possibly inanimate beings, as beneficiaries of this seal. In one of
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his treatises addressed to Thomasios, John writes that “all creatures have been honored with the
image (ṣalmo) of God’s creative action, and all beings acquired through his glorious image the
seal of his creative action.” 44 For John, then, the world carries God’s seal and image and has
been so shaped by God for the purpose of instructing human beings about his existence.
In sum, John’s use of several terms taken from the language of symbolism shows that he,
like Ephrem and other Syriac writers, professes a symbolic cosmology. One of the metaphors he
uses to illustrate this idea is taken from the register of aesthetics and describes the world as a
painting. John likens the connection between God and his Creation to a mural painted by a
masterful artist (ṣayoro) and which displays his artistic creativity and genius. Spectators praise
him for his work, admire his artistic skill (ʾumonuto, which is the Syriac equivalent of technē),
and marvel at his talent. They remain, however, unable to know him as a person: his height, skin
tone, or even the full extent of his talent. Similarly, the beautiful Creation is God’s artistic work,
and God’s creativity poured into his work teaches humanity that God exists and shows them his
“artistic ability” and his Providence. “God reveals himself through visible things,” he writes,
using for scriptural basis Romans 1:20. 45 Nonetheless, John insists that considering Creation
intelligently still does not reveal “how [God] is or who He is.” It may reveal his Divinity and the
power of his creative activity, but not God’s nature or essence. 46 This apophatic approach to
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theology permeates John’s texts and invokes the “mysterious” (rozo) aspect of Creation
discussed earlier.
The image of God as an artist is common in Syriac and Greek patristics. It appears in
Ephrem’s Hymns on Virginity, but it is applied to Christ: “You have gathered the scattered
symbols (roze) from the Torah towards your beauty, and you have set forth the prototypes in
Your gospel and powers and signs from nature. You mixed pigments for your image. You
observed yourself and you portrayed yourself. O Painter (ṣayoro) who also portrayed his Father
in himself!” 47 Callahan notes that such understanding of cosmology as revealing the divine is
common in Greek philosophy, including the Stoics, Philo, Plotinus and Origen. 48 The idea of
recognizing God’s craftsmanship by contemplating his Creation finds a precedent in Basil of
Caesarea’s Hexameron. 49 For Basil, the beauty of the visible Creation points toward the supreme
“Artificer.” Proportion also helps one to recognize “the wisdom of the Artificer.” 50 Similarly, in
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Nyssen’s De anima, Macrina says that “the whole Creation enunciates by the medium of its
wonders to the audience of the eye, with a skillful and artistic utterance that reaches the heart.” 51
In addition, Gregory of Nyssa gives the same caveat as John on the limits of human
knowledge of God through Creation. In his Homily 6 On the Beatitudes, and specifically on
Matthew 5:8 (“Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God”), he writes that “we may
look at the order of Creation and so receive an impression of the wisdom not of the nature of him
who ordered all things in wisdom. […] For God who is by nature beyond our sight is visible in
his activities (energeiai), being perceived in the characteristics (idiomata) that surround him. 52 In
brief, this aesthetic metaphor has a rich history in both Syriac and Greek patristics and shows the
influence of these traditions on John’s cosmology. It means that the visible dimension of the
world contains, hidden, God’s wise, artistic craftsmanship which reveals his existence but not his
essence.
How does John’s cosmology inform his anthropology? For John, Creation is made to
serve man, the “king of all Creation,” specifically by drawing him to understand God’s
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wisdom. 53 It achieves this through its two mysteries: its visible, sensible, “admirable beauty,” on
the one hand, and God’s wisdom which is invisible and hidden inside these beings, on the other.
To perceive and appreciate both aspects of Creation, the visible and the invisible, a person needs
to possess two distinct powers: one power enabling her to perceive sense-data, and another
enabling her to access the invisible wisdom of God hidden in beings. Consequently, just as all
beings in the universe are composed of two “mysteries,” the human being is also “made with the
two powers of two substances (tren zawʿin dtarten ʾusiyas)” (2), one visible substance (the
body), and another invisible (the soul). 54
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In his Fourth Dialogue with Thomasios, John elaborates more on God’s pedagogical role in Creation.
The issue Thomasios raises is the apparent contradiction between God’s perfect love for his creatures, on the one
hand, and the creation of two unequal worlds: a superior world, the world of the angels, and an inferior one, the
world of humans. Even within the human world, there is inequality among men. Johannes von Apamea, Sechs
Gespräche mit Thomasios, 36. John replies to Thomasios that God created this inequality in order to motivate men
to seek a higher form of knowledge. John explains that inequality between the two worlds produces a distinction
between them. And since objects can only be known by being distinguished from one another (just like, for example,
the color red can be perceived by human eyes because it is distinct from the color green), men can recognize the
superiority of the world of angels only in comparison with the inferiority of the human world. If both worlds were
equal, men would not realize the superiority of the world of angels and, consequently, would not aspire to acquire
the superior knowledge that the angels possess. “If all the worlds had the same degree of knowledge,” writes John,
“[men] would not even perceive the existence of this knowledge. What could they know if there were nothing
greater or smaller than them, in order to be moved by it and to perceive the different kinds of knowledge?” Johannes
von Apamea, 36. John does not see, then, the disparity between the levels of knowledge of the two worlds – or the
disparity of knowledge between humans, for that matter – as a challenge to God’s perfect love for men or His
justice, but as a means to raise men’s awareness of the existence of a higher knowledge which they should seek. For
John, despite the superiority of the knowledge of angels, seeking a higher knowledge for humans begins with
contemplating the earthly world created by God. John believes that the purpose of being put on Earth is to learn
from the smallness of this world about God’s greatness, and to be instructed by God’s wisdom which is manifest in
His creation. Johannes von Apamea, 81. This is a recurring theme in John’s writing. In his Fourth Dialogue with
Thomasios, he argues that God’s salvific economy aims at revealing Him to humanity. “In His inexhaustible
goodness, God created this visible world so that all its inhabitants recognize and confess the God Creator, thanks to
the existence of these elements and their prompt service [to humanity].” Johannes von Apamea, 45.
Hausherr and Hansbury translate tarten ʾusiyas respectively as “essence double” and “double substance,”
likely in an effort to attenuate John’s anthropological dualism. Nonetheless, from a grammatical point of view, John
uses the plural ʾusias, instead of the singular ʾusia, which clearly indicates that he views the body and soul as two
distinct substances, and not one substance with two dimensions.
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More will be said later about the roles which the epistemological powers of the body and
the soul play in the process of knowledge, but what is striking here is the explicit connection that
John is establishing between the dual structure of the world and the dual structure of humans.
Since John professes a symbolic cosmology, he also must view the relationship between the
body and the soul as symbolic. This means that the visible nature of the person (his body) is the
concrete expression of her invisible nature (his soul). The two form a unit and are linked as a
signifier is to a signified. 55
God has constituted the universe “in its height and in its depth, with its elements
(stoicheia) which are in opposition by their nature” (20), and yet, the universe functions
harmoniously. 56 Similarly, the two natures of the person have opposite attributes, but in many
respects they also complement one another. Counterbalancing the disjunctive aspect of John’s
anthropology discussed earlier, this symbolic relationship spells an ontological unity between the
body and the soul. Furthermore, the concept of God’s “seal” placed on the visible appearance of
Creation suggests that the body is “sealed” and carries God’s imprint. This confers upon the
body a basic ontological goodness and means that the body cannot be viewed as fundamentally
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evil. It also means that the relationship between the body and the soul is not fundamentally and
inexorably antagonistic, since both entities are fundamentally good.
2.The Soul is Clothed in the Body
One of the metaphors John uses, and which suggests unity between body and soul, is the
clothing metaphor: He writes that souls have been “clothed with a body (ʾetlbešen bpagro).”
John uses here the verb ʾetlbeš (to be clothed)—the passive form of the verb lbeš (to wear)—to
indicate that souls are not the agents, but rather the recipients, of their own embodiment. He uses
the expression “clothed with a body” in the First Dialogue when discussing how the soul’s
embodiment determines its object of knowledge: without a body, John writes, the soul would not
be interested in inquiring about the world for which it has no need; “but now that the souls have
been clothed with a body, the body becomes for them an occasion to think about what belongs to
the body” (4). In other words, being clothed with the body motivates the soul to learn about
whatever in the world is relevant to the body’s wellbeing, such as the ways to feed the body and
care for it.
The expression “clothed with a body” appears again in a discussion of the connection
between the soul’s embodiment and human passibility. John proposes in the Second Dialogue
that the body is the source of the passions which move the soul. This provokes Eusebius to argue
against him that demons are not “clothed with a body,” and yet they are moved by evil passions
(45). Similarly, in the Third Dialogue John reiterates the causal link between the soul being
“clothed with a body” and the soul’s liability to be “stirred by the senses of the body” (66). The
connection between the body and passions this metaphor suggests will be discussed in the next
chapter, but, for now, the focus will be on this metaphor’s anthropological significance.
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What are the origin and significance of this clothing metaphor? Brock calls this metaphor
“especially beloved” among Syriac Christian writers between the fourth and seventh centuries,
especially because of its biblical roots and its ability to express “the entire span of salvation
history”: Adam and Eve were “clothed in robes of glory” before the Fall, were stripped of these
“robes” after the Fall and will recover them in the eschaton. 57 This expression is also used in
Hebrews 5:7 and 10:5 in a Christological context: The Peshitta translates the Greek phrase “you
prepared a body for me” (Psalms 40:6) into the Syriac phrase “you clothed me with a body”
(pagro den ʾalbeštan(y)) because it likely interprets this verse from the Psalms as a
Christological prophecy about the incarnation of the Logos. 58
In addition to its biblical roots, Brock notes, the expression “to put on a body” gained
theological grounds when it became the “standard expression for the incarnation process in early
Syriac Christianity […] but it was also given official status that it was employed to translate
sarkōthenta in the earliest Syriac translation the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, as adopted by
the Persian Church at the Council of Seleucia in 410.” 59 Since the clothing metaphor was
considered theologically sound to express the incarnation of Christ in the Peshitta and the Creed,
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John would be justified in using it to express the embodiment of souls, and not only of the
Logos. 60
This metaphor clearly presents difficulties on a Christological level as to the relationship
between Christ’s divinity and humanity, but it also presents challenges on the anthropological
level as to the relationship between the body and the soul. In fact, the history of this metaphor is
replete with such difficulties. This metaphor was common in antiquity and appears in Orphic and
Pythagorean anthropologies. 61 In the Phaedo, for example, Cebes likens the body and the soul
respectively to a cloak and to the man who weaved it. He argues that, just like a man can outlive
his cloak, “the soul lasts a long time while the body is weaker and more short-lived.” 62 One
implication of Cebes’ argument is that the clothing metaphor conveys a fundamental body-soul
disjunction.
Cebes’ cloak metaphor was still theologically relevant in fourth-century Syria and
preserved through Greek paedia, that Nemesius, the Bishop of Emesa, deemed it important
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This metaphor is also found in Origen’s theology. Origen interprets the “garments of skin” that Adam
and Eve wore after the Fall (Genesis 3:21) as bodies, and this is possibly how the idea of the souls putting on bodies
was (indirectly) introduced into Greek, but not into Syriac, patristics. Brock, 17. In fact, Brock thinks it unlikely that
East Syriac Fathers were influenced by Origen, and that is for two reasons. First, as followers of the Antiochene
exegetical school, East Syriac Fathers follow Theodore of Mopsuestia’s literal interpretation of the “garments of
skin” of Genesis 3:21 as “tree bark,” and not Origen’s allegorical interpretation of the garments as bodies covering
souls. Second, when applied to Christology, the image of the body as a garment presents serious problems for nondyophysites as to the manner of the union between body and soul. The clothing metaphor could be seen to imply
that, just as the garment is separate from the body and remains outside it, the hypostasis of Christ’s humanity
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enough to include it in his doxography in De natura hominis of the different theories of the
connection between the soul and the body. Nemesius rejects Cebes’ image, however, as a threat
to the person’s unity: “How can the soul be one with the body it has put on? When a coat is put
on, coat and wearer do not thereby become united.” 63 Nemesius objects, then, to the fundamental
anthropological disjunction implied in the clothing metaphor. The body cannot be conceived as
foreign to the soul or “outside” it, as a cloak is to a person, if body and soul are to form a person
endowed with an anthropological unity.
This raises the question whether John uses this metaphor to indicate a disjunction
between the body and the soul, as Nemesius interprets it. For John, as for his predecessors, the
clothing metaphor has both Christological and anthropological implications. In the Second Letter
to Eutropius and Eusebius, John delves into the Christological question of the union between the
divinity of the Word of God and his body. He uses the expression “to put on a body” to describe
the incarnation of the Logos, as was common in Syriac Christianity, but he clarifies it with the
help of a second literary device, namely, the word-voice analogy: “Our Lord put on a body like
the word (puts on) the voice,” he writes. “The mingling (ḥulṭono) of the God-Word in the body
which he put on is more excellent that the mixture (muzogo) of the word in the voice. The Word
is in the body just as a word is in the voice, because [the word] puts on [the voice], but not as
[putting on] the form of a coat.” 64
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The metaphor of the word “putting on the voice” is meant, then, to clarify the expression
“to put on a body” and to provide a better analogy for the incarnation of the Logos than the
analogy of “putting on a coat.” The word-voice analogy offers, then, a less disjunctive
understanding of the relationship between the two natures of Christ. John notes, however, that
even the word-voice analogy falls short of adequately describing the incarnation, and that the
“mingling” of the God-word in the body is even “more excellent” than the “mixing” of word and
voice. The properties that John seeks to borrow from the word-voice analogy are, on the one
hand, the unity, but, on the other hand, the absence of confusion of the two mixed entities. He
writes:
The mingling (ḥulṭono) of the word in the voice is not confused (lo blil) like the nature of
pigments [that get confused when mixed together]. They get mixed (mzigin) into one
power; we hear one single thing. However, two powers are known to be in it: the power
of the voice, and the power of the word. The power of the voice refers to the body, and
the power of the word to the soul, and we cannot separate (npareš) them. 65
The mixing of different pigments is the anti-model for the voice-word analogy because it
results in one, unified, new pigment, but a pigment where the individuality and attributes of the
original pigments are lost or “confused.” This would constitute a Christological problem if it
meant that Jesus’ divinity and humanity have lost their respective properties or hypostatic
integrity at the incarnation. 66 This is why, according to de Halleux, the word-voice analogy is
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significant because it implies unity without separation or confusion. 67 On the anthropological
level, this means that John professes the anthropological integrity of the person while
maintaining the coexistence in him of two natures, the body and the soul, which are united or
“mixed” but not confused.
Hunt sees in the overlay of the metaphor of “putting on the body” and the “word-voice”
analogy more than just an expression on hypostatic unity. She also sees in it an emphasis on the
exchange of attributes between the two original entities that are mixed. For Hunt, the word-voice
analogy expresses “a theological framework of kenotic exchange” between the spiritual and the
physical, the divine and the human. 68 She understands kenosis, in the context of the incarnation,
as the action of the Godhead “emptying himself” and making himself small enough to fit into
human skin. The purpose of this kenosis is an exchange of attributes between two natures:
divinity and humanity are united, and, as a result of the divinity putting on humanity, humanity
has received the attributes of divinity. Christ put on a body so that humanity can put on God’s
glory. 69 This is reminiscent of the “exchange motif” of Irenaeus. Hunt believes that, for John,
“[t]his blurs the boundaries between the material and metaphysical aspects of Christ. Silence
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becomes clothed – the Voice becomes a body. The spiritual and physical exchange created
presents an incarnate Christ whose perfect unity is shared by the humanity He redeems.” 70
The anthropological corollary of Hunt’s Christological analysis, if it is correct, is that the
metaphor of the soul “putting on the body” pushes the unity of the body and the soul to the point
of blurring the boundaries between them. But this could not be how John understands it, since, as
discussed earlier, he assigns contrary attributes to each nature, with no overlap between them: the
soul is simple, immaterial and immortal, while the body is composed, material, and mortal.
Human psychosomatic unity, for him, does not alter or blur the distinctive attributes or properties
of the body and the soul. Perhaps the clothing metaphor does not apply in the same way to
John’s anthropology as it possibly does to his Christology. 71
Interestingly, John does not address in the Dialogues the question of how the soul is
connected to the body (whether body and soul are juxtaposed, mixed, mingled, etc.). He simply
states that the soul “has been placed (ʾetsimat) in a human body” (2, 8). This is possibly because

70

71

Hunt, 176.

This does not mean, however, that the body and the soul do not interact or influence one another. The
two instances in the Dialogues where John talks about the soul being clothed with a body are about the
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what interests him in the Dialogues, as will be shown in the next chapters, is how the soul and
the body contribute to, or hinder, the ascetic therapy of the passions and moral growth. More
than the body itself, it is the human bodily condition that is morally consequential for John. And
more than the psychosomatic unity of the person, it is the soul’s ability to control the body and
its passions that John will highlight.
In sum, the first half of this chapter has highlighted the tendencies of dualism and
psychosomatic unity in John’s anthropology. On the one hand, John views the body and the soul
as distinct and relatively independent natures with contrary attributes. On the other hand, he
views the soul and the body as united without separation but also without confusion. This creates
a tension within John’s anthropology that seeps into his epistemology. Since knowledge is an
essential part of moral and spiritual progress, as will become clearer in the next chapters, it is
important to look at the dynamic between the body and the soul in John’s epistemology.
II. The Epistemological Partnership between the Body and the Soul
John describes the relationship between the body and the soul in the process of acquiring
knowledge as a “partnership” or “association” (šawtoputo): “For there is for the body a
partnership with [the soul] in [the soul’s] findings. And [the soul partners] with [the body] from
within [the body] because of the wisdom that is hidden in [the body] by virtue of [the body’s]
creation by God” (3). 72 John affirms, then, that the body and the soul support one another and are
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partners (or associates) in the epistemological process. But the concept of body-soul
“association,” which is commonly used in Plato’s works, is value-neutral and does not inherently
signify a helpful relationship between the “associated” entities. In the Phaedo, for instance, the
dialogue between Socrates and Simmias turns to the question of the philosopher’s attitude
towards death. Socrates argues that the philosopher welcomes the body’s death because a
philosopher is not concerned with the pleasures of the body (food, drink, and sex), and,
consequently, “more than other men, [he] frees the soul from association with the body as much
as possible.” 73 In this case, the soul’s association with the body is detrimental to the soul
inasmuch as it impedes its philosophical pursuit.
Similarly, the body-soul association in John’s thought exhibits the same tension between
antagonism and unity seen at the ontological level. While sense-organs play an essential role in
the epistemological process, sense-perception is insufficient and must be supplemented with the
input of the “senses of the soul.” The limits of this epistemological partnership are drawn further
by John’s assertion that the operation of these senses of the soul is “injured” by the soul’s

Enneads, 4.4.18, trans. Lloyd P. Gerson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 436. In John’s case, this
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“imprisonment in the body.” 74 Finally, John formulates this partnership as an instrumental
relationship, whereby the soul uses the body for its purposes, yet it preserves its autonomy and is
not enmeshed with the body. These points will be developed next.
A. The Bodily Senses and the Soul
The most basic expression of the partnership between the body and the soul is in the
contribution of the body and its sense-organs to the process of knowing. This contribution is
twofold: (1) the body motivates the soul to inquire into the world, thereby providing it with an
epistemic object; (2) sense-organs collect sense-data which form the soul’s object of knowledge.
1.The Body and the Soul’s Epistemic Object
For John, Creation is made to serve humanity, specifically by drawing it to understand
God’s wisdom. Creation achieves this, thanks to its two mysteries: its visible, sensible
“admirable beauty,” on the one hand; and God’s wisdom, which is hidden inside these beings, on
the other. To perceive and appreciate both of these aspects of Creation, the visible and the
invisible, two distinct powers are required: one power capable of perceiving sense-data, and
another capable of accessing the invisible wisdom of God. John writes that these two powers
belong respectively to “the visible substance of the body which enjoys (tetbasam) the visible
sight of the admirable beauties which shine from all beings; and the hidden substance of the soul

74

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 8, 15.

68
which enjoys the wisdom hidden in them” (2). Thus, both the body and the soul are necessary for
knowing and enjoying God’s Creation. 75
Moreover, for John, the biological needs and appetites of the body also motivate one to
take interest in Creation, not the least because Creation offers satisfaction for bodily needs in the
form of food, drink, warmth, light, etc. Because the body needs these “natures” to satisfy itself,
the soul is “stirred,” or moved, to learn about them. Hence, according to John, need drives
knowledge. But since the soul has no need for material things, the soul in se has no reason to
learn about the material Creation. In fact, even though the soul is capable of learning about these
natures without the help of the body, a disembodied soul would not be inherently motivated or
curious to inquire about material Creation, especially because this material Creation is inferior to
its spiritual nature. It is, therefore, only because of its connection to the body that the soul is
interested in learning about the material world, and, consequently, guided to discover God’s
wisdom which is hidden within the material world. Otherwise, a disembodied soul would only
reflect on spiritual natures, “just as the Seraphim would not seek to learn of the wisdom of this
world because their nature is superior to it” (3).
John makes this argument in response to Eusebius’ question on the soul’s capacity for
knowledge independently from the body. Since the senses of the soul are more “subtle” than
those of the body, and since angels have no material body but are still capable of knowing God’s

75

Remarkably, for John, Creation has not only a pedagogical role (to wit, teaching humans about God’s
existence through his work), but also an aesthetic one: its beauty serves as an object of enjoyment. Each substance in
the person enjoys the aspect of Creation to which it corresponds: the body enjoys the visible beauty of Creation,
while the soul enjoys the wisdom of God. More importantly, the sensible enjoyment of Creation by bodily senses is
what initially draws the person to contemplate God’s wisdom hidden within. God has designed these beautiful
natures in a way to “draw [the person] to an understanding of his wisdom” (1).

69
wisdom, Eusebius asks, why can the soul not learn God’s wisdom without a material body? (2).
In his response, John affirms that the body is necessary for the soul to acquire knowledge, and
hence, plays an important role in its moral and spiritual progress. 76
2.The Body Receives Sense-data
The body is, then, the cause of the soul’s inquiry into Creation. But it also plays another
important epistemological role. In his First Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius, John underlines the
important role of sense-organs in supplying the mind with objects of reflection. The “motions”
(zawʿe), or sensory stimuli, first “begin in the world, then the body receives them through sight
and hearing. For, if a person does not hear and see things, he would not know to reflect on them.
Therefore, these outer senses minister (mšamšin) to the inner senses. And with the outer sight
and hearing, the inner heart receives an impression of their image.” 77 In other words, the role of
sense-organs (the outer senses) is to present to the inner senses of the soul matter for reflection in
the form of sense-data.
It is here important to understand what the outer and inner senses are. The “outer senses”
(regše dalbar) are the bodily senses which receive and process sense-data, and John names four
of them: hearing, sight, smell, and touch, even though he seems to favor sight and hearing over
the other senses (2). As for the inner senses, John only names the “inner heart” in this passage as
one of the inner senses which receive the impression of the image gathered by the sense-
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organs. 78 The most basic function of the bodily senses, then, is to receive stimuli from the
environment and to relay them to the heart, and, ultimately, to the soul which would reflect on
them. John asserts that reflection would not even be possible without this important and initial
role of the body. He calls this function a “service” or “ministry” of the outer senses to the inner
senses, which is an expression of the crucial epistemological partnership between the body and
the soul. Yet, this does not mean that, in this partnership, the body and the soul are equal partners
or contributors to knowledge. This may be so, because, as will be shown next, sense-organs are
limited and require the soul’s help.
John asserts that sense-perception alone is not sufficient for a person “to understand the
structure of the works [of Creation]” (2). He gives three reasons for that. First, senses are limited
to what is directly perceptible. For instance, the eyes can see as far as the firmament, but, to
“see” beyond the firmament, one needs to engage the “internal mind” (reʿyono dalgaw) or “the
eyesight of the heart” (ḥyoro dlebo). John is referring here to the mind’s power of imagination
which can represent objects that are not directly perceptible through bodily senses (2). Second,
bodily senses can process simple, raw sense-data, according to John, but are unable, without the
help of the mind, to interpret complex data. A full moon, for instance, may seem to the naked eye
much closer to Earth than it really is. It is the critical power of mind which supplies eyesight
with the perspective analysis necessary to make the determination that the moon is, in fact,
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farther than it looks. 79 Finally, sense-organs “cannot explore the inner mysteries of the natures,
[that is,] the concealed (msatrto) wisdom of the things created by the Lord of all” (2). Such a task
requires “subtler” (qaṭin) senses than bodily senses, and these “subtle senses” are supplied by the
soul. John calls them “senses of the soul” (regše dnapšo) (5)—which he seems to equate with
“inner senses” (regše dalgaw) (6) discussed above—in parallel with the “senses of the body”
(regše dpagro) (49), which he also calls the “outer senses” (regše dalbar) (2, 4). 80
The functions of the “senses of the soul” are cognitive as well as theological. John states
that, thanks to these subtle senses, the nature of the soul “explores (nemuš) the concealed
wisdom of the things created by the Lord of all” (2). The root verb muš also means to feel, grope,
explore, and scrutinize, and it represents in this passage the soul’s inquiry into the world wherein
hides God’s wisdom. John reiterates that “the one who is diligent (bṭil) about the wisdom
concealed in [natures], he is a psychical (napšono) person, contemplating (ḥoʾar) the works of
the Lord of all with the senses of his soul” (5-6). The term “psychical” refers to a person who is
at the level of the soul, which is the second level or “order” in John’s three-tiered conception of
moral life. The hallmark of a psychical person, then, is to search out God’s wisdom through
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Creation thanks to the senses of the soul. Yet, this process starts with sense-perception, and this
means that, even though they cannot perceive God’s hidden wisdom, the bodily senses perform
an important “ministry” for the senses of the soul, and, ipso facto, for a person’s moral and
spiritual growth.
In summary, the epistemological partnership between the body and the soul is
complementary and hierarchical: it is complementary because sense-perception is the initial step
in the process of knowing, and hierarchical because sense-organs are limited in their power and
scope and require the help of the superior senses of the soul, especially when it comes to
“perceiving” God’s invisible wisdom. Nevertheless, the body also hinders the operation of the
senses of the soul, as I argue next.
B. The Body and the Senses of the Soul
I have shown so far that, when it comes to sense-perception, the inner senses of the soul
supplement the powers of bodily senses. But do the inner senses serve other, higher functions?
And how does the body interact with these inner senses when it comes to these higher functions?
Before answering these questions, it is useful to examine the patristic background of the concept
of inner senses or the senses of the soul.
1.The Senses of the Soul in Syriac and Greek Patristics
Surveying the history of cognitive powers in the Syriac ascetic literature, Benedict Vesa
writes that the knowledge of God, which is the goal of spiritual life, is made possible by two
factors: God’s revelation and the human ability to understand. The ability to understand, Vesa
claims, “is located in what the philosophical terminology calls ‘noetic part’ of the soul.
Specifically, in the Syriac tradition, one speaks about “powers” (�)ܚܝ, “parts” ()ܡܢܬܐ, or energies
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(ἐνέργειαι), described as cognitive (γνωστικαί)...” 81 Vesa notes that a “power” (ḥaylo) is an
essential attribute of a nature (kyono) and, therefore, the soul, as a nature, is endowed with its
proper powers. Also, according to Vesa, the concept of “parts” (and the concept of energies) of
the soul is borrowed from Greek philosophy, with the concept of “parts” being of Platonic origin,
and the concept of “powers” Aristotelian. 82
Within the Syriac tradition, Vesa locates in Ephrem’s writings four intellectual powers of
the soul: reʿyono, madʿo, maḥṣabto and hawno, which Vesa translates respectively as thinking,
mind, thought, and intellect, but without defining or distinguishing these terms. 83 That is because
in Ephrem—as in John of Apamea, who also uses some of these terms—there is a significant
semantic overlap between these terms. Studying Ephrem’s psychology, Beck goes so far as to
call these terms synonyms. 84 Similarly, Hausherr admits facing a difficulty in translating the
terms reʿyono and tarʿito in the Dialogues consistently into two distinct French terms because
these two terms are synonymous, and their definitions overlap. 85 The reader is left with a
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somewhat vague impression that all these terms are a generic cognitive power of the soul and not
distinct cognitive powers with differentiated functions.
Conversely, some Greek Fathers, such as Origen, Gregory, and Evagrius have more
specific theories of the senses of the soul because they align these senses closely with bodily
senses. Examining the notion of spiritual senses in Origen, Rahner underlines the value of the
image of “senses” in mysticism. “If religious, and especially mystical, experience seeks to
express the inexpressible despite all the obstacles that lie in the way,” asserts Rahner, “then
inevitably it must go back to images which come from the realm of sense knowledge.” 86 This
explains why, when it came to describing the soul’s cognitive power, many writers used the
terminology of sense-perception. For instance, influenced by Platonism, Philo of Alexandria
spoke of the “eyes of the soul” seeing God. 87
According to Rahner, Origen is the first to articulate a doctrine of the five spiritual
senses. Origen based his doctrine on multiple biblical passages which use the terminology of
senses when talking about the perception of divine realities (e.g., tasting the Bread of Life,
smelling the odor of Christ, etc.). He sees in these images a reference to a “sense faculty for the
divine” which is radically different from bodily senses. Origen also calls this sense “the sense
mentalité and volonté, and tarʿito as attitude, intention and caractère. In addition to being a challenge to the
translator, such semantic flexibility betrays imprecision in the definition of the Syriac terms being translated. This
semantic flexibility is manifest in the New Testament Peshitta where the Greek term διάνοια is rendered as tarʿito
(Mark 12:30, Luke 1:51), and madʿo (Eph 4:18). Similarly, νοῦς is translated in Syriac as both reʿyono (Rom 12:2)
and hawno (Rev 13:18; 17:9), and φρόνημα as reʿyono (Rom 12:16) and tarʿito (Rom 8:27); νοημα is translated as
tarʿito (2 Co 10:5; 1 Pet 1:13). This version of the Peshitta was translated at the beginning of the fourth century and
was likely used by John of Apamea.
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faculty of the soul” and “the faculties of the interior man.” 88 In conceiving of the five senses of
the soul, Origen stays close to the terminology of bodily senses and, hence, talks of spiritual
sight, spiritual hearing, etc. Rahner understands these sense as “five distinct organs operating in
religious knowledge,” rather than merely multiple images referring to one power of knowledge. 89
Not everyone possesses all or any of these senses: only those who have conquered their passions,
reached apatheia, practiced virtue, and arrived at perfect purity can possess and use all five
senses of the soul. 90 They do so by the grace of God when they have reached the highest level of
spiritual perfection for Origen, which is the level of “theology.” 91
Origen’s theory of the five senses of the soul has influenced subsequent Greek (e.g., Basil
of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa) and Latin authors (e.g., Augustine, Gregory the Great), even
though the link between Origen and the Latin writers on this topic is more tenuous. 92 Focusing in
on the notion of spiritual senses in Gregory of Nyssa, Sarah Coakley discerns the influence of
Origen on Gregory’s thought, but she argues, contra Daniélou, 93 that, as his thought matured,
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Gregory’s understanding of this notion of spiritual senses developed well beyond its Origenist
roots. 94
Moreover, Coakley notes a predominant tendency in Origen to “disjoin” bodily and
spiritual senses, since the two types of senses suffer the same dualism as the body and the soul.
She also criticizes Daniélou for emphasizing what she terms a “disjunctive” tendency in
Gregory’s Commentary on the Song of Songs, while neglecting other strands in Gregory’s other
texts, such as De anima et resurrectione and De opificio hominis. In the Commentary on the
Song of Songs, for example, Gregory speaks of an advanced stage of spiritual development (the
stage of “contemplation”), when the senses of the soul have already been purified through
ascesis and struggle against the passions. It is no surprise, then, that there would be no emphasis
on the connection between the spiritual and the bodily senses at that advanced stage. In this,
Gregory is close to Origen.
However, Coakley points out, Gregory’s writings, starting with De anima, depart
significantly from Origen’s view, “for they set out a developing and systematic account of how
ordinary perception and the gross physical senses are capable of a progressive transformation in
this life into spiritual senses via a purgative process of ‘death’ and regeneration.” 95 By Coakley’s
account, then, Gregory acknowledges in some of his writings an “epistemological continuum”
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between bodily sense-organs and spiritual senses, meaning that purified and “transfigured”
bodily organs support, and contribute to, spiritual knowledge. 96
In ascetic circles, Origen’s influence can be seen in Evagrius’ Kephalia Gnostika, where
Evagrius uses the concept of the “spiritual senses” of the intellect which Ramelli traces back to
Philo’s doctrine of the “inner human being.” Evagrius states that the intellect needs these senses
“in order to discern spiritual realities.” 97 Unlike Gregory, then, Evagrius seems to oppose the
bodily sense-perception, which is a passion, to the spiritual perception of the nous. Spiritual
perception occurs in the state of apatheia and is only made possible by grace. 98
This quick overview reveals the rich pedigree of the concept of “senses of the soul” in
both Syriac and Greek patristics. Unlike their Syriac counterparts, some Greek Fathers conceived
of five spiritual senses which are closely and analogically related to the five bodily sense-organs.
Some, such as Origen and Evagrius, view these spiritual senses to be “disjointed” from bodily
senses, where others, such as Gregory, allow for a spiritual transformation of bodily senses. This
overview also allows a comparison between John and his predecessors in their understanding of
the concept of the senses of the soul
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2.The Senses of the Soul in John of Apamea
In terms of vocabulary, John uses the terms “powers” and “senses” of the soul, which
raises the question of the connection between these two terms. In the Dialogues John uses the
term “power” (ḥaylo) in a general sense, such as the power of signs or miracles (10–11) and the
power of rulers (84). He also uses it specifically regarding the soul whereby he attributes to the
soul’s natural virtue the “power” to resist vice and to manifest itself in the person (45, 49). He
speaks more elaborately about the specific “power of the virtue of humility” (37-38, 100). But he
also uses the term “power” to designate the cognitive function of the soul: he speaks, for
example, of the soul’s power of to “enjoy” God’s wisdom that is hidden in Creation, and the
soul’s power of understanding (ḥaylo dsukolo) (2). But, as mentioned earlier, John also considers
“understanding” as one of the five senses of the soul. This points to the likelihood that the
“powers” and the “senses” of the soul are the same, for John.
John does not explicitly list the powers or senses of the soul in the Dialogues. Even
though he speaks of “the eye of the heart” as one of these senses (2), he does not align the senses
of the soul closely with the five bodily senses, as Origen and Evagrius do. A list of these senses
is found in John’s Second Dialogue with Thomasios where John speaks of the “hidden senses of
the soul.” These five senses are: madʿo (intellect), hawno (reason), puršono (discernment),
sukolo (understanding), and ʾidaʿto (knowledge). 99 Unfortunately, John does not detail the
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individual functions of these senses, as if he assumes the reader’s familiarity with them. What
John is clear about, however, is the deleterious effect that the body has on the operation of these
senses of the soul, as will be discussed next.
John asserts that the “hidden senses of the soul” are “injured” (ʾetnaki), and he likens
these senses to injured limbs or senses of the body, which he calls the “visible (galyo) man”: a
blind eye, a limping foot, and a tied tongue. Explaining why earthly knowledge is capable of
demonstrating only God’s existence but not his essence, John re-iterates the idea that our “inner
senses do not reflect (metraʿin) on anything,” and that “they have not yet been elevated above
human motion,” and that “all our thoughts on invisible realities are human thoughts, and our own
composition is imposed on the way we think about them.” 100 Hence, the inner senses are
inoperant. Consequently, human thoughts are inescapably anthropomorphic and unable to
capture invisible and spiritual realities. 101
In a variation on this theme, John teaches that the body blocks the operation of the senses
of the soul unless one goes through a process of purification. In fact, the soul possesses these
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John blames this on error, which is an “obstacle to knowledge,” and on the “evil thoughts and bad
habits” which sicken knowledge like a disease sickens the body. Johannes von Apamea, 15–16. Spiritual health
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inner senses since the moment it is created by God, but, as long as it remains “imprisoned (ḥbiš)
in the body,” these senses will be unable “to manifest” or to be activated until one comes out
(npaq) of the “womb of the body” into the spiritual world. 102 By “coming out of the womb of the
body,” John does not mean the separation of the soul from the body in death but the separation of
one’s knowledge from the ways of the body. Indeed, “one can certainly be outside the body
while being in the body.” 103
The analogy John uses to illustrate his point is the state of the bodily senses of the fetus in
the womb: although the fetus already possesses all five senses, as long as it is in the womb, these
senses remain nonoperational. Naturally, when the child is born, her senses become activated. 104
Similarly, it is only when one’s mind is purified that the senses of the soul can begin to perceive
spiritual realities. John believes that this “exit from the body” and “entry into the spiritual world”
is possible in this life. He cites for scriptural support Jesus’ saying to his disciples in John 15:19
that they “are not from the world,” despite being in the world. John interprets Jesus to mean that

102

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 9.

103

Johannes von Apamea, 8.

104

Berti points out how, interestingly, the embryo analogy serves other Syriac Fathers to argue the exact
opposite of John of Apamea’s belief that the senses in the womb are nonoperational. Ephrem, for example, in Hymns
on Paradise, writes that the soul cannot know without the help of the body: “Though the soul exists of itself and for
itself, yet without its companion it lacks (true) existence; it fully resembles an embryo still in the womb, whose
existence is as yet bereft of word or thought. If the soul, while in the body, resembles an embryo and is unable to
know either itself or its companion, how much more feeble will it then be once it has left the body, no longer
possessing on its own the senses which are able to serve as tools for it to use. For it is through the senses of its
companion that it shines forth and becomes evident.” See Ephraem, Hymns on Paradise, trans. Sebastian P. Brock
(Crestwood, N.Y: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990), 132–33. In the tenth century, Timothy the First reiterates
Ephrem’s idea that, at death, the soul’s senses become activated when it is incorporated, and, at death, they become
deactivated like the senses of an embryo. Berti, L’au-delà de l’âme et l’en-deçà du corps, 57:108.

81
his disciples’ mind (tarʿito) must not be “corporeal” or “imprisoned in the body.” 105 In other
words, the senses of the soul are made to perceive spiritual realities, but they are not able to
operate, not because of the materiality of body, but because one’s mind can be “corporeal” or
overpowered by the passions. 106
There is tension, then, within the epistemological partnership of the body and the soul
between, on the one hand, the essential “ministry” that the body performs for the soul, and, on
the other hand, the deleterious effects of corporality on the operation of the senses of the soul.
John attempts to resolve this tension by positing the body as the instrument of the soul.
C. The Body as the Instrument of the Soul
The view that the soul uses the body as its instrument is common in antiquity. Benatouïl,
for instance, reads the Stoic philosophical system as a practical theory of “making use” (faire
usage) of one’s body, reason, virtue, environment, etc. Animals guided by the fundamental law
of oikeiôsis, or appropriation, make good use of their bodily members. For humans, the
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realization of the teleological value of the body and its good use occur a posteriori. 107 This view,
at least in its Stoic formulation, recognizes the value and the intelligibility of the body as an
instrument ordained to serve specific functions for man. Such recognition of the body’s
instrumental value seems compatible with John’s view of the body as willed by God for
humanity’s salvation. Of the bodily members, it is specifically the “internal organs,” which
facilitate cognition, which interest John because of their connection to the soul.
1.The Internal Bodily Organs as Epistemological Instruments of the Soul
Even though, for John, the soul is the nature which possesses the “subtle senses” capable
of abstract knowledge, certain bodily organs play an important role in the cognitive process
beyond basic sense-perception. John believes that the “power of the soul” is naturally “mingled”
(ḥliṭ) with the body, and, in keeping with common fifth-century physiology, he believes that this
power resides in what he calls the “internal organs”: the brain and the heart, chiefly, and the
kidneys. These internal organs are as essential to comprehension and speech as sense-organs are
to sense-perception. John calls them “the source of thoughts and speech” and the “guardians of
the mind (madʿo).” 108 John uses an argument from pathology to prove the connection between
the soul’s cognitive operation and the body’s internal organs. He points out that if any of these
organs were to suffer injury or damage through disease, demonic possession, or magic, speech
would get blocked, the intellect (madʿo) disturbed, comprehension (buyono) diminished, and
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thoughts confused. 109 Thus, the role of the internal organs in abstract thought and speech is
crucial.
The context in which John explains this connection between the body and the soul in the
Sixth Dialogue with Thomasios is a discussion of the limits of a demon’s power over the soul.
John envisions a hierarchy of spiritual natures where the nature of the soul is lower than the
spiritual nature of the angels but higher than that of the demons. Since for John a nature can
“see” only equal or lower natures in that hierarchy, demons cannot see the higher nature of the
soul, and, therefore cannot hurt it. 110
Thomasios challenges John’s theory that demons cannot hurt the soul: he argues that, in
those people possessed by demons, “the mind (madʿo) is disturbed and speech is blocked.” 111
Since the soul is the agent of knowledge, Thomasios asks, how can John claim that the soul is
not hurt by demonic possession when cognitive impairment is evident? This challenging question
allows John to highlight a central tenet of his anthropology, namely, that the relation between the
soul and the body is instrumental, yet it does not inextricably confuse these two distinct natures.
In other words, the soul simply uses the internal organs, such as the brain or the heart, as
instruments to process and convey thoughts and words, but the “nature of the soul” is
independent from these bodily organs. The “power” (ḥaylo) of the soul and its activity
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(maʿbdonuto) are connected to the body, but not its “nature” or essence. Hence, a demon can, by
attacking the internal organs, disturb the soul’s cognitive activity, but it cannot directly attack or
hurt the soul’s nature. 112
John is trying, here, to reconcile two competing considerations. On the one hand,
empirical evidence and medical science show that some bodily organs are essential for cognition,
but, on the other hand, the immortal soul must be capable of cognition after it separates from the
body in death. 113 John resolves this dilemma by distinguishing the activity of the soul from its
nature, the former being dependent on bodily organs without the latter. The soul is, and must be,
naturally capable of bodiless knowledge. This underlines the limits of the epistemological
partnership between the soul and the body which John illustrates using the metaphor of the
musical instrument.
2.The Metaphor of the Musical Instrument
In the Second Dialogue John writes that
when part of a harp or of a piping flute is damaged (tetnky), the finger which plays [the
instrument] is not damaged (ʾetnakyat) but the artistic activity (maʿbdonuto) of the finger
112

Johannes von Apamea, 80. From this passage Lavenant infers a dual configuration of the soul. In this
spiritual entity that is the soul, he states, there are two distinct parts: a center that is inaccessible, invisible to
demons, and the proper domain of the spirit, and a “peripheral zone” connected to the body from which the soul’s
activity springs and which can be affected by demonic attacks. Jean d’Apamée, Dialogues et traités, 37. Lavenant’s
characterization of John’s distinction in the soul between activity and nature as two “parts” or “zones” of the soul is
problematic because it goes against John’s multiple assertions that the soul is simple and not composed. Johannes
von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 2–5; Johannes von Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele, 49. It is
more plausible, then, that John is not distinguishing between two parts of the soul, but between nature and activity,
or between being and operation.
113

John’s position on postmortem, bodiless knowledge is different From Ephrem’s, at least in his Hymns on
Paradise. Ephrem wonders how the Good Thief will be able to perceive Paradise if only his soul entered Paradise
before the End of Times, which is when bodies are resurrected, according to Ephrem. Just as the body needs to soul
to live, the soul needs the body to see, hear, and think. See Ephraem, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen De
paradiso und Contra Julianum, ed. Edmund Beck, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 174 (Louvain:
Peeters, 1957), 33–34.

85
is hindered (ʾetʿawkat) from being known (tidaʿ) by means of the strings of the harp or
the flute. And because that by which [musical] skill (ʾumonuto) can be heard is damaged,
also the activity of the hand through them is silenced, even though its skill has not ceased,
nor has the hand been damaged. Likewise, also the knowledge of the soul is protected in
its nature (nṭiro hi bakyonoh), and its activity ministers (mšamšo) through the
members. 114
Before examining the significance of this passage, it is helpful to review the history of the
metaphor of the broken lyre which was commonly used by poets, philosophers and
theologians. 115 This allows the reader to situate the Dialogues in its philosophical and patristic
context, but it also shows how the Solitary has repurposed the metaphor of the musical
instrument to fit his theological purposes. One notable example of the use of this metaphor is in
Plato’s Phaedo. The latter is an account of a dialogue between Socrates, who is imprisoned and
condemned to death by drinking hemlock, and some of his friends and fellow philosophers,
including Phaedo of Elis, Crito, Simmias, and Cebes. The Phaedo presents two essential tenets
of Plato’s philosophy: the theory of ideas and the immortality of the soul. 116 With his death
imminent, Socrates asserts his belief in the immortality of the soul. In his so-called “argument
from affinity” Socrates claims that the invisible soul bears likeness to the divine, the immutable,

Hausherr and Hansbury translate the Syriac term ʾabubo as “organ,” possibly to parallel the Greek term
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and the noetic, whereas the body has more affinity with the visible, the material, and the
perishable.
Simmias, a philosopher himself, does not deem Socrates’ argument solid enough to
ground the immortality and indestructibility of the soul and its independence from the body. He
uses harmony, which is ethereal and invisible like the soul, as a counterexample to show how the
immaterial can depend on the material, just like harmony depends on the lyre that produces it.
Simmias argues that
[a] harmony is something invisible, without body, beautiful and divine in the attuned lyre,
whereas the lyre itself and its strings are physical, bodily, composite, earthy and akin to
what is mortal. Then if someone breaks the lyre, cuts or breaks the strings and then
insists, using the same argument as you, that the harmony must still exist and is not
destroyed because it would be impossible for the lyre and the strings, which are mortal,
still to exist when the strings are broken, and for the harmony, which is akin and of the
same nature as the divine and immortal, to be destroyed before that which is mortal. 117
To put it simply, Simmias proposes that the soul cannot be immortal or indestructible because it
necessarily depends on the body for its existence and functioning, just as harmonious music is
dependent on the strings of the lyre that produce it. If the body dies, the soul dies with it, in the
same way music ceases once a lyre is broken. Socrates, who is arguing for the soul’s immortality
and pre-existence, points out to Simmias that the idea that the soul is a harmony contradicts the
theory of recollection to which Simmias had assented earlier: if all knowledge is a recollection,
and the soul’s knowledge and existence precede the body’s, then the soul cannot be produced by
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the body as a lyre produces harmony. 118 Thus, in the Phaedo, the metaphor of the musical
instrument serves primarily to illustrate the immortality of the soul and its knowledge.
Versions of the metaphor of the musical instrument are later found in Neopythagorean
and Neoplatonist texts, as well as in Gregory of Nyssa’s De opficio hominis (ca. 379 CE) and
Nemeius of Emesa’s De natura hominis (ca. 400 CE). 119 In De opficio hominis Nyssen writes
that
since man is a rational animal, the instrument of his body must be made suitable for the
use of reason; as you may see musicians producing their music according to the form of
their instruments, and not piping with harps nor harping upon flutes, so it must needs be
that the organization of these instruments of ours should be adapted for reason, that when
struck by the vocal organs it might be able to sound properly for the use of words. 120
Like John, Gregory views the body as an instrument and uses the example of two musical
instruments: the harp and the flute. He reformulates Simmias’ analogy to emphasize the
importance of the body’s “suitability” and “adaptability” for the use of reason. The focus shifts
from the well-attuned instrument/body that produces the harmony/soul to reason which produces
speech by using appropriate, well-organized instruments.
Nemesius also uses this metaphor. He starts his doxography on the nature of the soul by
refuting the Stoic theory of the corporality of the soul. 121 Next, when he sets out to prove that
“the soul is a real entity,” he presents Simmias’ theory of the soul-as-harmony as the antithesis to
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disprove, since, for Nemesius, the soul is immortal and does not depend on the body for its
existence as the harmony depends on the lyre. To prove his point, Nemesius summarizes Plato’s
own argument against Simmias. 122 Nemesius’ use of this metaphor to argue for the existence of
the incorporeal soul shows that this metaphor is still known and discussed in fifth-century Syria,
around the time and in the same geographic area and period of John’s literary activity.
In the Dialogues John does not use the metaphor of the musical instrument to argue for
the soul’s existence or immortality, possibly because the soul’s existence and immortality are
accepted Christian beliefs that do not seem to require demonstration for John’s interlocutors. He
repurposes the analogy to argue for the soul’s (relative) autonomy from the body. The flute and
the harp represent the “internal (bodily) organs” that the soul uses for its cognitive activity. The
hand and fingers that perform the music represent the soul initiating and directing cognitive
activity, while the artist’s musical skill stands for the knowledge of the soul. John’s point is that,
just as the absence of music simply suggests a damaged or broken instrument, and not an injured
hand or the lack of skill, so also when speech or thought is impeded, it is not the soul’s nature or
its knowledge that is harmed but only the activity of the soul in the body. John is repeating here
the abovementioned claim made in the Sixth Dialogue with Thomasios about the distinction
between the activity of the soul and its nature in the context of demonic possessions: demons can
only harm the soul’s activity in the body, but not the soul’s “hidden” nature. 123
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John modifies the metaphor of the broken harp by casting the soul, not as a harmony or a
product of the musical instrument, but as the agent (finger or hand) producing the music through
the instrument. The hand’s ability to pluck the strings and the artistic creativity producing the
music symbolize the knowledge of the soul “that is preserved in its nature” and that outlives the
corruptible body. The distinction between the nature of the soul, on the one hand, and the soul’s
cognitive activity through the body, on the other, is crucial for John’s anthropology because it
preserves, and allows for, the soul’s posthumous ability to keep the knowledge it had acquired on
earth and to acquire new knowledge in heaven. Since, after death, the soul will separate from the
physical body and its organs, it needs to be able to reason and know without them. 124 Hence,
John locates knowledge within the soul’s nature and not in the brain or the heart.
John concludes this discussion with an important aspect of the relationship between the
soul and the body, namely, “that the nature of the soul is concealed (msatar) in the depth of its
mind from the body’s organs and is stirred (metziʿo), in its bodily activity, by the senses of the
body” (49). By “concealing” the nature of the soul away from the body, John is delimiting the
realm of bodily influence on the soul. Hence, bodily senses can affect the activity of the soul in
the body but cannot stir up the nature of the soul, because this nature is concealed and protected
from them as from the demons.
In summary, the metaphor of the broken harp shows that the epistemological partnership
between the body and the soul is not only complementary and hierarchical, but it is also an
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instrumental partnership that protects the soul’s natural autonomy: on the one hand, the soul uses
bodily organs as its instruments for its activity in the world, but, on the other hand, the nature of
the soul and its knowledge are protected and concealed from bodily affects. The purpose of this
concealment seems to be to protect the nature of the soul from bodily “stirrings.” The latter are
not only mere sense-data relayed by the body to the soul but also the various passions. In fact,
the metaphor of the broken harp follows a discussion of the locus of the passions. The latter will
be discussed in the next chapter. But the crux of John’s theory on the locus of the passions is that
the soul, in its nature, is free from the influence of the passions which arise from the body. It is
only the soul’s activity in the body that can be affected by the passions. The metaphor of the
broken harp helps to illustrate this point.
Conclusion
This chapter has explored the dualistic tendencies in John of Apamea’s anthropology as
well as the concept of partnership between the body and the soul. John conceives of the body and
the soul as distinct and independent natures with diametrically opposite attributes: the body is
material and composed, whereas the soul is immaterial and simple. This creates a potentially
conflicting relationship within human nature. Yet, the body and the soul are joined to one
another. John’s cosmology sustains and mirrors a dual anthropology, where the body
corresponds to the visible dimension of the world, and the soul to the invisible dimension. One
could be justified in speaking of a symbolic anthropology which views the body as united to the
soul as a signifier is united to the signified. Furthermore, the combination of the clothing
metaphor and the word-voice analogy suggests a psychosomatic unity where the body and the
soul retain their distinct attributes and relative autonomy.
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This coexistence of distinction and unity at the ontological level seeps into John’s
epistemology. The knowledge of God, which is the goal of human existence, starts with a
perception and knowledge of Creation. Here too, John proclaims a limited partnership between
the body and the soul. On the one hand, the bodily senses serve an essential initial function in the
process of knowledge, but they are limited in their power and scope. The inner senses of the soul,
being “subtler” and more refined than those of the body, are more adept at contemplating
abstract and spiritual realities. This qualifies the epistemological partnership between the body as
complementary and hierarchical.
The impact of corporality on the operation of the inner senses of the soul is significant
and deleterious. Spiritual knowledge is possible by “coming out” of corporality through spiritual
purification. The latter is possible because only the activity of the soul in the body can be injured
or hindered, as the metaphor of the broken harp shows. The soul’s nature is hidden and relatively
autonomous. This enables the soul to use the body as its instrument while leading the charge in
the therapy of passions and moral growth. Will the same pattern of dualism and partnership in
John’s anthropology be also found in his understanding of the passions? What roles, if any, do
the body and the soul play in generating and managing the passions? These are the questions that
the next chapter will address.

CHAPTER TWO: SOUL AND PASSIONS IN JOHN OF APAMEA’S PSYCHOLOGY
Introduction
The previous chapter has laid out the dynamic of dualism and partnership between the
body and the soul in John of Apamea’s ontology and epistemology. The present chapter will
focus on John’s psychology and, more specifically, on the nature of the soul and its relation to
the passions. It constitutes the first part of an attempt to elucidate the respective roles which the
body and the soul play in generating or managing the passions. This will, in turn, determine the
goal of the ascetic therapy and moral progress. More concretely, this chapter and the next will
argue that, for the Solitary, the soul is naturally virtuous and free of vicious passions, and that the
body is the “cause” or origin of passions. Yet, the soul is affected by the body’s passions because
it is “associated” with the body. If this is the case, then the primary goal of the ascetic therapy of
the passions would be to rid the soul of the influence which the body exercises on it, or at least to
minimize the body’s influence as much as possible. This would help to return the soul to its
original virtue and, ipso facto, help the person to grow morally.
This chapter will start by examining the bedrock of John’s psychology, namely, the
soul’s natural virtue. This natural virtue will guide John’s views on the relationship between the
soul and the passions, which will be the topic of the second section. The final section will
examine John’s use of animal passions to argue for the soul’s natural impassibility.
I. The Soul as the True, Virtuous Person
What does a person refer to when she says “I”? What is the true self? Is it the body-soul
composite? Or is the soul alone the true person? These questions aim at identifying what
constitutes the human person and, more specifically, the respective importance of the body and
92
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the soul in defining what it means to be human. For John, the soul’s embodiment is not a
punishment because it was so “ordained” (ʾetsim) by God (3). Nevertheless, as the previous
chapter has shown, John’s anthropology is hierarchical, and the body and the soul do not enjoy
equal dignity. One of the reasons for the soul’s superiority is that it is the soul, and not the body,
which distinguishes humans from all other creatures, since, according to John, animals do not
have a soul. The soul, which is exclusive to human beings, is immortal, spiritual, and rational.
John describes it as a “glorious nature” (kyono šbiḥo) and a “dignity” or “honor” (ʾiqoro) which
God bestows on humans (2). Moreover, the soul is endowed with “a beauty more excellent than
the image (ṣurto) of bodily members,” implying that the body may have its own beauty, but it is
surpassed by the soul’s superior beauty. Bodies, by contrast, have been given to all earthly
creatures and not exclusively to humans (2). In other words, the human body alone does not
make a human.
But if the soul is distinctly human, is it also the essential constituent of human identity? Is
it the soul, rather than the body-soul composite, which defines humanity? John believes so. He
writes that “if the body alone were a person without the soul, this would not even be a unique
human being whom God had created in the world, but a body (pagro) like other bodies, deprived
of the understanding (sukolo) of [God’s] wisdom, like cattle or the fowl of the sky” (3). John is
saying that the presence of the soul in the body is, indeed, what distinguishes a human being
from a generic body, so to speak. Devoid of a soul, a body would not be considered specifically
human but similar to the body of an animal.
The soul is, then, the essential component of human nature. But is the soul also
humanity’s sufficient component? In other words, does the soul alone, without the body,
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constitute a human being? John’s concept of “inner person” (barnošo dalgaw) points to an
affirmative answer, and this aligns with the dualistic tendency in John’s anthropology which was
explored in the previous chapter. John locates a biblical basis for his inner-outer person
distinction in Paul’s letters. He quotes Ephesians 3:16c-17a and Romans 7:22 where Paul talks
about the “inner person” and the “inner self,” and 2 Corinthians 4:16 where Paul talks about the
person’s “outer nature” (8). 1 It is useful, then, in order to understand better John’s distinction
between the inner and outer person, to look, first, at the broader literary context in which these
concepts have used.
A. The Inner Person in Syriac and Greek Writings
Because of its biblical roots, the concept of “inner person” received considerable
attention in both the Syriac and Greek traditions. Hansbury points out that the concept of “inner
person” appears in fourth-century Syriac writers such as Aphrahat. 2 Aphrahat uses the term
“inner person” (barnošo gawoyo) three times in his Demonstrations. In the Demonstration on
Prayer Aphrahat interprets the Lord’s commandment in Matthew 6:6 to “enter the inner chamber
and pray” to mean offering a “secret prayer of the heart.” He repeats a few paragraphs later:
“When you pray, raise your heart above and your eyes below, and enter yourself inside your
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inner person (barnošo gawoyo) and pray in secret to your Father who is in heaven.” 3 He calls
this “inner person” the “house” or the “Temple of the Lord” where the Lord dwells; it must,
therefore, be cleansed. 4 In a later demonstration Aphrahat teaches the Sons and Daughters of the
Covenant 5 that “[w]hoever receives the Spirit of Christ should adorn his inner person.” 6 In all
three instances, Aphrahat views the “inner person” as a sort of intimate psycho-spiritual “space”
where Christ encounters the person and dwells in her. This encounter requires one to prepare by
morally cleansing and adorning her inner person.
Examining the Evagrian understanding of the concept of “inner person,” Ramelli—whose
survey of Greek writers is adopted here—traces its origin back to Philo of Alexandria and
Origen. Philo believes that the creation of humans happened in two moments, not from a
chronological viewpoint, but in principle. Adam’s body came from the earth, in a first moment,
while his soul came from God, in a second moment, when God breathed life into him.
Consequently, the image of God in humans is not the body that came from the earth but the soul
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breathed by God, which is the Intellect or the nous. 7 This signals the beginning, with Philo, of
the identification of the nous, and not the whole human being, with the imago Dei.
This identification does not permeate the whole Judeo-Christian tradition, but it is found
in a few texts hailing from the Alexandrian school of theology. The notion of “double creation”
is also present in Origen. In his Commentary on Romans Origen interprets Paul’s outer and inner
persons as “two human beings”: the first, according to the flesh, and the second, according to the
spirit. Body and soul are not viewed as two dimensions of a single person but two distinct
beings. Origen supports this interpretation with a passage from Genesis “where one human being
is declared to have been created in the image of God and another to have been molded from the
earth.” 8 The outer human being, molded from the earth, is corruptible, whereas the inner one is
made in the image of God, invisible and immortal. Thus, Origen connects Paul’s concept of
“inner person” with the soul, which is also the imago Dei. For Evagrius, the concept of “outer
person” becomes associated with what is “corruptible and liable to passions,” while the “inner
person,” made in the image of God, is incorruptible, albeit in need of purification in order to
reach apatheia. 9 In sum, these Greek authors link the “inner person” with the image of God, the
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soul, the nous, and apatheia. Conversely, they associate the “outer person” with the body,
corruptibility, and passibility.
The Syriac and Greek sources inform John’s thought unevenly. Aphrahat’s influence
seems minimal. 10 Although indicating interiority, Aphrahat’s “inner person” is not explicitly
linked to the soul or given clear anthropological primacy, as in John’s works. By contrast, even
though he does not profess a “double creation,” John shows significant similarities with the
Greek understanding of the inner-outer person dichotomy. This dichotomy matches the dualistic
tendencies in his theological anthropology: the inner person aligns with the spiritual, invisible,
and rational soul, while the outer person signifies the visible, corruptible body. This shows the
significant impact that Greek authors have on the Solitary’s thought.
B. The Inner Person as the Soul
The distinction between “inner person” and “outer person” appears in the Dialogues
when John, at Eusebius’ request, explains the difference between the conduct (duboro) of the
inner person (barnošo dalgaw) and that of the outer person (barnošo dalbar) (4). Eusebius’
question, then, presupposes that the inner and outer persons, whatever they may be, are distinct
and indicate different conducts. The distinction drawn here is not between two individuals, but
between two types of moral behavior or orientation: one type dominated by the outer person and
the other by the inner person.

10

In fact, Aphrahat has very little influence on the Syriac tradition in general. See Van Rompay, L.
“Aphrahat, ‘A Student of the Holy Scriptures’. The Reception of his Biblical Interpretation in Later Syriac
Tradition,” in Carmela Baffioni, Rosa Bianca Finazzi, Anna Passoni Dell’Acqua, and Emidio Vergani (eds.), Storia
e pensiero religioso nel Vicino Oriente. L’età Bagratide – Maimonide – Afraate (Milan, 2014), 255-270.

98
By explaining, in his reply, the difference between the two conducts, John clarifies what
the inner and outer persons represent:
I will begin to speak first of the divine commandment which draws (mqareb) us to
[God’s] love: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.’ […]
[Jesus’] commandments draw (mqarbin) the inner person to the purity of mind (dakyuto
dreʿyono). The commandment of the Law of the People [of Israel] commanded (mpaqed)
that deeds not be seen in the body (lo netḥze bpagro), while also constraining inner
thoughts lest their will become action […] But this does not purify the mind (doke
lreʿyono) from the inside. Our Lord, in his Gospel, however, purifies the mind: ‘Love
your enemies. It is not only good deeds (ṭoboto) that I command you to do with the outer
members (hadome dalbar), but you must even carry the love of [your enemies] in the
inner senses (regše dalgaw).” (5-6)
Explaining the difference between the conduct of the inner person and the outer person, John
invokes the Lord’s commandment to love one’s enemy and pray for one’s persecutors as an
indication that the Lord does not only command a virtuous deed (ʿbodo šapiro), but also virtuous
“thoughts” (ḥušobe) which incline the person to a good deed (5). 11 He distinguishes, then,
between a “good deed” visibly performed by the “outer members” of the body and “the purity of
mind” or the appropriate “thought” which motivates to it. On this view, a person could,
theoretically, force herself to perform a good act without necessarily having a purified mind.
The Torah, according to John, is content with requiring good acts: It commands, for
instance, that a person help her enemy (Exodus 23:5). But this commandment only constrains
(ʿoṣe) one’s thoughts without purifying them (6). In other words, the Torah exhorts one to act
well, but where a person’s thoughts are concerned, it requires her to simply control or repress her
evil thoughts, insofar as the latter can deter her from performing good deeds or incite her to evil
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deeds. The Lord’s commandment, however, goes beyond keeping evil thoughts at bay. It purifies
the mind because it requires, in addition to helping one’s enemy with good actions, to harbor
love for the enemy “in the inner senses” (6). Love in the inner senses of the person is, then, what
purifies thoughts and mind.
John establishes, then, a link between the inner person, on the one hand, and thoughts,
inner senses, and mind, on the other. The latter are also presented as activities or powers of the
soul in the Dialogues. This indicates that by “inner person” John means the soul. To remove all
doubt from the reader’s mind, John unequivocally writes in his First Dialogue with Thomasios
that the “inner person” is, indeed, the “nature of the soul” (kyono dnapšo). 12
John’s interpretation of the Pauline concepts of inner and outer persons may differ from
modern exegetical interpretations. Tasmuth, for instance, does not believe that the outer-inner
person pair can be neatly mapped on the body-soul pair. For him, the “inner person” is simply
the dimension of the person that interacts with Christ with no direct connection to body or soul. 13
Nevertheless, for John, these concepts do not simply represent two moral orientations which are
only symbolically connected to the body and the soul. The Pauline inner-outer person pair

12

Johannes von Apamea, Johannes von Apamea: Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, der Briefwechsel
Zwischen Thomasios und Johannes und drei an Thomasios Gerichtete Abhandlungen, ed. Werner Strothmann,
Patristische Texte und Studien 11 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1972), 9.
13
Studying the connection between the human “I” and the concept of “inner person” in Pauline
anthropology, Tasmuth concludes that, for Paul, the expression “outer person” (ὁ ἔξω ἄνθρωπος) is a metaphor for
the physical, mortal body, but “the inner person” (ὁ ἔσω ἄνθρωπος) refers, not to body or soul, but to the dimension
of the person that is “inherently connected with the mind, the process of moral decision-making, and represents this
rational aspect of the “I”, which is in harmony with the law of God but does not possess the power to overcome sin.”
In the conflicted Pauline self, the “inner person” is “like an area in which contact and interaction between person
and Christ can take place (2 Cor 13:5), and because of that the inner person becomes the object and agent of the
permanent internal renewal of the person.” Randar Tasmuth, “Pauline Anthropology: On the Inner Human Being
and the Human ‘I,’” Usuteaduslik Ajakiri, no. 2 (2014): 64.
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provides John with a literary device to express the antagonistic aspect of the body-soul dynamic
and the soul’s superiority to the body. This will also allow John to make an even bolder claim,
namely, that the soul (the inner person) alone is the true human person (barnošo dašroro).
C. The Inner Person as the True Person
The inner person is, then, the soul. But establishing that the soul, or the inner person,
constitutes true humanity requires examining John’s eschatology. Perhaps the eschatological
nature of the person–her ultimate destiny, as it were–will help determine the true essence of
humanity. The body-soul antagonism outlined in the previous chapter is expressed in John’s
works in terms of an antagonism between the inner and the outer person. This is especially
evident in John’s discussion of the epistemological functions of the body and the soul. For
instance, John believes that the inner person possesses spiritual senses, but, as long as she is
imprisoned in the body (bpagro ḥbiš), her spiritual knowledge is limited and distorted; her
spiritual senses remain inoperant. 14 This is because the soul’s knowledge takes the form of
bodily images. A person’s thoughts about God, for instance, are inescapably anthropomorphic,
that is, unable to conceive of God without picturing him like a man. Human thoughts are also
necessarily “graphic,” meaning that they cannot think of an object without assigning to it color,
shape, or structure. This may be problematic for John because in the Fifth Dialogue with
Thomasios he describes the Divine nature as “surpassing every representation, color, form, or
person.” 15

14

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 9.

15

Johannes von Apamea, 62.
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The reason for this epistemological limitation is that the inner person “has put on the
form (ʾeskimaw(hy)) of the outer person.” 16 This means that, because of its embodiment, the
soul’s mode of knowledge is corporeal and sensible, not unlike the body’s mode of “knowledge,”
which, for John, is image-based (that is, composed of color, shape, form, etc.). 17 Consequently,
the inner person is “stirred (metziʿ) in the image of the body.” 18 Her reflection on spiritual
realities is shaped or informed, so to speak, by the body’s mode of knowledge. What is more, the
embodied person is “blind” to spiritual and eschatological realities which, by definition, surpass
earthly representations, shapes, forms, or colors. 19
The body-soul association is, then, detrimental to spiritual knowledge in this world. But
this is only true so long as the soul is associated with its earthly body. The situation shifts after
death. In fact, John envisages an eschatological resolution for the soul’s epistemological
predicament and the body-soul antagonism. Interestingly, this resolution is not the
disembodiment of the soul but a transformation of the earthly body which will rid it of its
limitations at the final resurrection of the body.

16

Johannes von Apamea, 11. The word ʾeskimo is a Greek loanword from σχῆμα.

17

There are several indications that John believes that the mind’s processes are image-based. Talking about
the beginner ascetic’s distraction during prayer, he writes: “[The ascetic] is not able, then, to behold God with
recollection because his intellect (hawno) wanders from images (demwon) to images, one dissolving the other” (14).
18

19

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 10.

Johannes von Apamea, 17. By contrast to the bodily mode of knowledge mediated by forms, images,
shapes, and color, heavenly knowledge is immediate. John says that “[i]n the New World, Divine Mysteries are
known to the saints not with anything between [the saints] and God, as I had said earlier: for there is no likeness
(dmuto) through which [God] could be revealed, or form or color that would make him visible to them. It is the truth
of his which is revealed [to them] as much as they are able [to know], and not because of a medium.” Johannes von
Apamea, 75.
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This is how John describes the resolution of the body-soul dualism. He says that
the body will receive a transformation (šuḥlopo) at its resurrection in order to become
with [the soul] a spiritual unity (ʾiḥidoyuto ruḥonoyto). For the person will no longer be a
somatic person (barnošo pagrono) and a spiritual person (barnošo ruḥono), because
those that are worthy of the resurrection will be like God’s angels: the latter are not
somatic on the outside and spiritual on the inside. Their spirituality is of the same order
(ṭakso). 20
In other words, the anthropological composition into two opposite natures (body and soul) is
specific to earthly life. Spiritual beings, such as angels, have a simple nature. Similarly, once the
earthly body is transformed “at its resurrection,” it will become of the same spiritual order as the
soul and will be able to form with it a homogenous, spiritual unity. At the resurrection, the bodysoul antagonism makes way for spiritual unity. 21
John bases his beliefs on 1 Corinthians 15: 44 (“It is sown a natural body; it is raised a
spiritual body…”). 22 For him, Paul’s “spiritual body” (pagro ruḥonoyo) is achieved by the “outer
person putting on the form of the inner person.” He writes that
[j]ust as in the corporeal world the thoughts of our inner person (barnošan gawoyo) are
in corporeal form, and his reflections are in the image of the body because he cannot,
while living in the body, conceive (metraʿe) of anything without color, shape or structure;
similarly, in the world of our true person (barnošo dašroro), this corporeal person will
become like [our true person], since nothing will be stirred up in him outside our spiritual
person. Just as the inner person has put on the form of the outer person in the corporeal
person’s world, in the world of the spiritual person, the outer person will put on the form
of the inner person. 23

20

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 10.

21

It is not known whether, for John, this spiritual unity between body and soul is a return to an original,
paradisiacal state or only a future destiny of humanity. This unclarity stems from the fact that John does not
elaborate or comment on the story of Creation or on the first chapters of Genesis.
22

Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 11.

23

Johannes von Apamea, 10. Emphasis added.
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The first thing to note here is that the body’s “spiritualization” is simply the body’s assumption
of the characteristics of the soul’s nature. While, in this “corporeal” world, the inner person (the
soul) puts on the form of the body, in the world of the “spiritual person,” the body will put on the
form of the soul. It is a reversal of the current body-soul power dynamic and a triumph of “the
nature of our spiritual person.” 24
Secondly, this spiritualization has epistemological benefits. The body’s mode of
knowledge is transformed along with the body’s nature. Not only does the soul imbue the body
with its attributes, but it also takes it up into its spiritual mode of knowledge. 25 This will free the
“inner person’s” capacity for knowledge, which was impeded by her imprisonment in the body,
from anthropomorphic and graphic thinking.
Thirdly, this transformation is said to occur in the “world of our true person” (ʿolmeh
dbarnošo dašroro), which John also calls “the world of the spiritual person” (ʿolmeh dhono
ruḥono). This raises the question whether “true person” refers to the body-soul spiritual unity, or
to the soul alone. Certainly, it could be argued that the phrase “spiritual person” can refer to the
eschatological body-soul unit, making the whole person the true person. But if, in the world of
the “true person,” the body assumes the soul’s attributes, this means that the world of the true
person is primarily the world of the soul. The body belongs to this spiritual world only to the
degree it is transformed and made to tale on the attributes of the spiritual soul.

24

25

Johannes von Apamea, 11.

John repeats this claim in the Sixth Dialogue with Thomasios: “Because in the New World the body is
superior to human things and is entirely a spiritual being (qnumo ruḥonoyo), it is not through the medium of other
things that God reveals himself to the saints, but it is in a hidden (kasyoʾit) way that he makes his Mysteries known”
(Johannes von Apamea, 73). Here too, the body’s spiritualization is said to have salutary epistemological effects.
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More clues in John’s other works also point in the direction of the soul being the true
person. The term “true person” appears in the Second Dialogue with Thomasios also in an
eschatological context. There John teaches that if, in the New World, the corruptible body will
become incorruptible, “how much more will these things, which are his [lot] at the present, be
removed from our true person; and we will then be in the true wisdom of God’s Mysteries.” 26
John here presents the eschatological transformation of the body as receiving incorruptibility. As
for the soul, which he dubs our “true person,” will also be purified from many earthly
impediments to its knowledge of the wisdom of God.
Moreover, “true person” does not only refer to the soul in the New Life. When John uses
the term “our true person” in his First Treatise, he does not refer to an eschatological reality but
to the soul in this world. He writes: “These Powers [of error] knew that the true person cannot be
captured by them unless he is chained to desires and destructive passions. […] I will explain how
they can capture a soul.” 27 John is explaining here how, because desires and passions enchain the
soul in this world, humans fall prey to the Powers of error. Notably, John uses “true person” to
refer to the “soul” in its earthly existence.
It is important here to highlight the import of John’s Christian heritage on his
anthropology and eschatology, especially in comparison with Greek philosophy. Envisioning an
eternity that includes the body, albeit transformed, united to the soul–instead of only a
disembodied, immortal soul–confers a value on the body in both its earthly and heavenly states.

26

Johannes von Apamea, 21.

27

Johannes von Apamea, 102. Emphasis added.
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If the body were essentially evil or worthless, it would have made more sense to exclude it from
the soul’s eternal life, as did some non-Christian philosophers. In fact, in the Phaedo the body is
seen as such an impediment to the soul’s intellectual activity that Plato thought that only a
bodiless soul could eternally contemplate the Forms unhindered. 28 For John, the transformed
body does not hinder the soul’s knowledge in the New Life. By contrast, dubbing the soul as the
true person raises suspicion about the value and purpose of the soul’s embodiment.
For if the soul is the true person, why did the soul need to be in a body in the first place?
Aware of the centrality of the question of the soul’s presence in the body and what it entails
concerning the body-soul dynamic, John opens the First Dialogue with an apology for the soul’s
placement (ʾetsimat) in a human body (pagro dbarnošo). As discussed in the previous chapter,
John argues that embodiment is a “necessity” of this earthly existence: since the world is
sacramental or bi-dimensional (visible – invisible), the human person also must (wole)
correspondingly be composed of two natures (visible body – invisible soul) to enjoy the beauty
of visible Creation and to delight in the hidden wisdom of God (2). 29
Furthermore, for John, knowledge is motivated by need. Without the body, the soul
would not inquire about Creation. This is because the ethereal soul has no need for created things
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Socrates asks: “But when the soul investigates by itself it passes into the realm of what is pure, ever
existing, immortal and unchanging, and being akin to this, it always stays with it whenever it is by itself and can do
so; it ceases to stray and remains in the same state as it is in touch with things of the same kind, and its experience
then is what is called wisdom?” Plato, “Phaedo,” in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, Ind.:
Hackett Pub., 1997), 79 cd, 70. Socrates is arguing here that since the soul is “akin to” intelligible things,
contemplating these intelligible forms is its proper activity. By contrast, the body is akin to visible, concrete things.
29

In this vein, John establishes in the Fifth Dialogue with Thomasios another parallel between the structure
of the cosmos and human structure, and he expressly ties the soul’s embodiment to Divine economy. He says that
“God has created a composite world and placed in it a composite image like the world” (Johannes von Apamea,
Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 62).
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and, therefore, would have no reason or motivation to investigate and understand things it does
not need. But because the body needs created things to survive, the soul “ministering” to the
body and its survival is motivated to inquire about Creation. Since God’s wisdom is hidden in
the harmonious and proportionate Creation, the soul encounters God’s wisdom thanks to the
body and through this inquiry into Creation (3).
A comparison with Plotinus is informative here. Following Plato, Plotinus distinguished
between the soul’s activity in the sensible world (its activity in, and care for, the body) and its
activity in the intelligible world (contemplating eternal Forms). He considers the former a
distraction from the latter: When the soul is busy with corporeal tasks, it is kept from
contemplation. 30 The two activities are seen as incompatible. For John, it is precisely because of
its care for the body and association with it that the soul is instructed about God’s wisdom, which
is hidden in the world. Understanding God and caring for the body are seen as (partly)
compatible. 31
The soul’s embodiment is presented so far as necessary and beneficial to the soul. 32
However, in his other works, John describes the soul’s embodiment as the equivalent to what
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See Damian Caluori, Plotinus on the Soul (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press,
2015), 134–37.
31

As will be shown later, embodiment poses challenges to the soul, especially when it comes to passions

and virtue.
32

John’s Fifth Dialogue with Thomasios addresses this question in detail. The Dialogue’s topic is itself
telling of the ambiguous value of embodiment: “Why is it that human nature, despite the big and noble
transformation from which it will benefit, was first created in this world with a composite body?” This question
implies that being in a composite body is viewed by John’s interlocutors, if not by John himself, as less than ideal
and, hence, requires justification. In his response, John mentions another benefit of the rational soul’s embodiment.
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could be called a “Fall.” 33 Embodiment is caused by humans becoming “imprisoned in error”
(ṭoʿyuto). 34 But whether necessitated by the structure of the cosmos or resulting from human
error, the embodiment is viewed as requiring an explanation, if not an justification, as a
preliminary to discussing the passions and their role in moral and spiritual life. The reason for
this is made even clearer when one examines John’s understanding of the soul’s natural goodness
or natural virtue and how the body impinges on this goodness.

He writes that “the soul placed in humans forced them to recognize the existence of a life outside the body. Because
the other beings were given this [earthly] life only, they are but bodies (gušme)” (Johannes von Apamea, Sechs
Gespräche mit Thomasios, 64). Having a spiritual, immortal soul, then, is supposed to help humans to realize that
they are destined for eternal life, along with all the ethical implications of immortality.
33

In his published writings John does not speak of Adam and Eve’s disobedience in Eden and its
consequences. When it comes to the human predicament, it is more in keeping with John’s semantic field to speak,
not of a “Fall,” but of perdition, straying, and being captivated by error.
34

John’s position on the soul’s embodiment in the First Treatise is less favorable than in the Dialogues. He
ties embodiment to humanity being lost in error and to Christ’s economy of salvation. He says that
the Son of God, by his grace, perfected (gmar) and accomplished (šamli) all living beings created by him in
the likeness of his image, since he is for them, from the beginning of their existence, intelligence (madʿo)
and life, light and true repose, holy kingdom and place of peace. Nevertheless, many Orders and Powers
rebelled against him. These are what the Apostle calls “Principalities and Powers.” Human nature (kyono
dabnaynošo) was completely imprisoned (ʾetḥbeš) in error, and whoever is imprisoned in flesh and blood,
lost his dignity (ʾiqoreh) in the depth of sin. Moreover, God’s activity was lost by all, just as the soul is
hidden in the [bodily] members of all. Because the creatures went out of themselves by turning their sight
towards the outside world, they fully lost their self-understanding (sukolo dnapšhun) and the majesty
(rabuto) and dignity (ʾiqoro) they received at creation, and they lost [sight of] God’s invisible activity
(maʿbdonuto ksito) hidden (gnizo) in them. Because of this, he, who is invisible and hidden in all, came out
(npaq) of invisibility (kasyuto) towards visibility (galyuto), to make himself visible where everyone can see
him. Indeed, he was internally visible with his activity (maʿbdonuto) to all those who had returned to
themselves. And as we came out of ourselves by turning towards the body and associated ourselves
(ʾeštawtpan) with flesh and blood, he too put on our body to become visible to us in what is ours. […] Even
before […] we received the seal (ṭabʿo) and image (dmuto) of a body (pagro) and manifested and became
visible in bodily image (ṣurto dgušmo), he prepared, disposed, called, and sanctified our living world to the
repose, splendor, and glory of his glorious Kingdom. (Johannes von Apamea, 102–5).
This last paragraph suggests that John, like Origen and others, may believe in the existence of the soul prior to its
embodiment. To be sure, this is a pure conjecture that requires further examination of John’s writings. But even if
true, it does not significantly alter the analysis of passions and the ascetic therapy of passions, which are the focus of
this dissertation. Hence, this conjecture will not be explored further here.
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D. The Soul as the Virtuous Person
John believes that the soul is created by God naturally good. Referring to the soul, he
says that there is a “virtuous nature” (kyono šapiro) in human beings (29). Virtue (or goodness)
is understood here as an ontological quality and not as an acquired habit à la Aristotle, and it is
depicted as human nature’s fundamental state or quality. 35 The origin of this goodness is divine
and goes back to Creation: it is God who “placed virtue (myatruto) in us at the creation of our
soul” (50). 36 It is, in that sense, an original goodness that God has bestowed on humans.
Expressed negatively, in connection to evil, natural goodness makes the soul “higher
(rom) than evil deeds and vile reflections (marnyoto škiroto)” (14), and vice “contrary to [the
soul’s] nature (lqublo dakyonoh)” (37). 37 This means, first, that the soul’s natural goodness is the
mark of its dignity and its “elevation” above moral evil. Second, vice is seen not simply as a
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The belief in the soul’s natural virtue is not uncommon in Late Antique Syriac Christianity. For instance,
Jacob of Sarug writes that “[t]he nature of the soul is very virtuous from the creator, but it was corrupted by the
serpent who throws up death” (Jacob of Sarug, Homilies of Mar Jacob of Sarug [Homiliae Selectae Mar Jacobi
Sarugensis], ed. Paul Bedjan, Repr., vol. 2 [Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2006], 315–16).
36
John does not have an account of creation in the Dialogues, but he says in one of his letters that the soul
which, according to Genesis 2:7, God “breathed” into Adam is the Holy Spirit. This is also the same Spirit that the
Apostles received, according to John 20:22, when Jesus breathed on them. It is not the place here to discuss the
meaning and anthropological and theological implications of the parallel John established between the soul and the
Holy Spirit. Suffice it to say that the insufflation of the Holy Spirit in Adam as his soul at Creation dovetails with the
soul’s natural goodness. John dedicates a few pages of his Second Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius to the
interpretation of Genesis 2:7, and specifically to the nature of the “spirit” that God breathed into Adam at creation.
See Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, trans. Lars Gösta Rignell (Lund: H. Ohlssons
Boktryckeri, 1941), 103–6.
37
That passions are unnatural was taught by the Stoics. This belief found its way into Jewish and Early
Christian literatures. Graver writes that “Philo, Origen, and other authors in this tradition did share certain broad
presuppositions with the Stoics in matters of ethics. Anger, fear, grief, and the like, because of their commitment to
the value of externals, are considered in their works to be unnatural and improper, not compatible with virtue or
wisdom and by the same token not attributable to the divinity.” Margaret Graver, Stoicism & Emotion (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 102. However, unlike John, the Stoics considered the soul a mortal, physical
pneuma, and not an immortal, spiritual entity. Graver writes that “[i]n one sense pneuma is nothing other than a mix
of fire and air, two of the primary elements or basic stuffs in the old four-element scheme.” Graver, 19.
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moral failure but as contrary to the soul’s nature. To borrow a Stoic term, vice is unnatural to the
soul. This explains why, for John, vicious passions are “diseases” of the soul, even though they
do not cause ontological harm to the soul, as will be shown in a later chapter. Evil deeds occur
when human beings are not “in accordance with” (šalmuto) the good nature in them or with the
Lord’s commandments. The consequence of humans acting against their good nature and
committing evil acts is double: “Their knowledge turns into error” and “their hidden self gets
corrupted (ʾetḥabal) with blemishes (mume)” (29). Evil, then, corrupts the person’s rationality
and her very soul, albeit not ontologically.
John speaks, in that same vein, of the “natural law (nomuso kyonoyo) which had been
placed in [the righteous of old]” and which has the “power” (ḥaylo) to “teach the intelligence
(tarʿito) to distinguish (mapreš) between good and evil” (61). 38 Like the soul, then, natural law
has been placed in humans by God as an intellectual power of moral discernment. Natural law
also “loves good and hates evil” (75), which makes it a motive power that inclines one towards
good deeds and away from evil deeds. The exact nature of natural law in John’s psychology is
unclear. It teaches the intelligence to discern, but it is not purely apprehensive, because it has
motive power (loving good, hating evil). Natural law may then be a hybrid power with both
apprehensive and motive functions.

38

John mentions “natural law” four times in the Dialogues, and not at all in his other published works.
Along with the Law of Scripture, the “law of nature” (nomuso dakyono) can help one reach the first step in
purification, which is the purity of mind, by inclining one to good deeds (60). Also, natural law can “testify to the
“truth” (76).
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John’s belief in the natural goodness of the soul is central to, and consistent throughout,
his works. 39 Despite not being explicitly used for this purpose in the Dialogues, this belief
serves, first, as a theodicy. 40 Since the soul is created by God, the soul’s fundamental goodness
makes moral evil extrinsic to it, and this automatically exonerates God from any responsibility
for evil deeds committed by humans. Second, this belief is pivotal for John’s moral and ascetic
theology. If human nature—that is, the soul—is originally and naturally good, then the goal of
moral life is to recover or, rather, uncover the soul’s virtue by removing the obstacles to it. The
moral life would, then, be a return to an original state of virtue rather than reaching a new moral
state. As the next chapters will show, this will be a determining factor in John’s ascetic therapy
of passions and his techniques for moral growth.
One of the obvious objections to John’s theory of the natural virtue of the soul comes
from his interlocutor, Eusebius. Eusebius points out that not all people act virtuously. His
premise is that, if the soul were naturally virtuous, then all people would easily be able to
translate this ontological or potential virtue into actual virtue. But this does not seem to be the
case. In his reply, John does not dispute the undeniable existence of vice, but, before addressing
the objection directly, he provides further support for his theory. The “virtuous power (ḥaylo
39
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See Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 66-82.

The theodicy aspect of John’s position is made even clearer in the later writings of Isaac of Nineveh, who
was influenced by John. Isaac writes: “Therefore no one shall abuse God because He has implanted in our nature
affections and sins. For, when He set in order each nature, He implanted in it that which gives it growth.” Isaac of
Nineveh, Mystic Treatises by Isaac of Nineveh, ed. Paul Bedjan, trans. A. J Wensinck (Amsterdam: Koninklijke
Akademie van Wetenschappen, 1923), 18. Unlike John, Isaac locates the passions in the soul, but he defends God by
claiming that passions, when running their natural course, contribute to the person’s bodily spiritual growth. They
incline to sin only when used against nature. Hagman points out that the issue in Isaac’s position is that, because of
anthropological dichotomy, “what makes the body prosper makes the soul ill and, more importantly, what makes the
soul strong weakens the body.” Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 79. The person’s growth cannot,
therefore, be integral and benefit both body and soul simultaneously.
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šapiro) of the soul,” he proposes, is known by the fact that “the nature of all people praises
(mqales) good things (ṭoboto)” (45). Indeed, virtue is so ingrained in all human beings, that even
those who “do not conduct themselves virtuously” praise virtue (45). Against the moral evil and
vice which call into question the soul’s natural goodness, John proposes the supposed universal
appreciation and praise of virtue. Even in the absence of good deeds, the praise of virtue can only
stem from a fundamentally good nature. Conversely, John adds, no demon ever “seeks virtue
(šapiroto)” or “praises good things (mqales lṭoboto) as human beings do” (45). This secondary
argument proceeds this way: if demons, who are naturally evil, do not seek or praise virtue, then
human beings, who praise virtue, must have a good nature.
The weakness of John’s argument is, first, its premise: the universal praise of virtue.
Even if everyone knows and agrees on what virtue is, which is already a big assumption, it is
difficult to imagine that everyone sincerely appreciates or praises virtue. In fact, one of the
effects of ingrained vice is to darken or confuse one’s reason to the point where one no longer
recognizes or appreciates virtue. Furthermore, praising virtue could conceivably be a sign of
some goodness in the soul, but this is different from claiming, as John does, that it shows natural
or fundamental goodness.
Moreover, John’s argument does not address Eusebius’ objection: if the soul is naturally
good, why is not everyone virtuous? To answer this objection convincingly, John needs to
explain the lack of virtue and the cause and origin of sin and evil inclinations in human nature,
yet without implicating the nature of the soul. Of chief importance among these evil inclinations
in ascetic life are what John terms the “hateful passions (ḥaše snayo)” (61). The terse answer
John gives to Eusebius’ question in this passage, is that vice, evil deeds, and evil passions occur
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“because human beings are captivated by the appetites of their bodies (metasrin bargigoto
dpagrhun)” (45). It is the body, then, with its needs and appetites, and not the soul, which is the
cause of moral evil. John’s answer is successful insofar as, by implicating the body, it recognizes
the individual’s role in moral evil, yet it preserves the soul’s natural goodness. Though succinct,
this answer also encapsulates John’s thought on evil passions, which are attributed here to the
body. The relationship between the passions, on the one hand, and body and soul, on the other, is
covered in the remainder of this chapter.
II. The Soul and the Passions
A. John of Apamea’s Diverse Intellectual Milieu
Before delving into John’s thoughts on passions, it is important to review, as John
himself does, different psychological theories on the cause of passions. This helps to situate
John’s own psychology within the matrix of psychological theories familiar to him and to
identify the possible influences on his thought. In a short doxographic passage in the Second
Dialogue John exhibits an awareness of several different “opinions” (tarʿyoto) circulating in his
day about the passions. He writes that
[i]t is necessary to speak of people’s different opinions (tarʿyoto), regarding the way
many [people] think of [the causes of passions]. There are those who suppose passions to
be natural (kyonoʾit), [meaning] that the cause (ʿelto) of their intensity (ʿazizuthun) is in
nature (bakyono), [belonging to] the order (ṭakso) of the physical temperament (muzogeh
dpagro). Others suppose that their cause is the evil (bišto) which is mixed with nature
(etmazgat bakyono). Others call [passions] demons which are stuck (maqṭin) to the inner
person (barnošo gawoyo) and which are much more intense in the person than the other
causes. There are those who suppose that passions are of the soul (dnapšo), and that this
is their cause (ʿelthun) (39).
John recognizes that there are competing theories on the passions, and he lists and considers
them from an etiological viewpoint, meaning that he identifies them based on what they propose
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to be the “cause” (ʿelto) of passions. This signals to the reader that, more than the classification,
structure, or nature of the passions, it is the cause or origin of passions which is most important
to John.
Analyzing this doxographic passage, Berti identifies what he calls four “perspectives” on
the cause of the passions: (1) anthropological (passions are in the soul because the soul is, as
Berti puts it, “destined to be composed with the body”), (2) dualistic (passions are the fruits of
malice in nature), (3) demonological (passions are triggered by demons), and (4) psychic
(passions are caused by the soul). 41 The first perspective Berti dubs as “anthropological” (the
soul being “composed with the body”) is supported by his rather peculiar translation of the
Syriac text. John writes that some consider the cause of the passions to be “of the order of
muzogeh dpagro.” Berti renders the Syriac term muzogeh dpagro as “composition (of the soul)
with the body.” This allows Berti to interpret John’s position to mean that passions are in the soul
because the soul forms a composite with the body.
The first problem with Berti’s reading is that this passage talks about passions being in
human nature, and not specifically in the soul. Secondly, and more importantly, the term
muzogeh dpagro is wrongly translated by Berti as “composition with.” The word muzogo
literally means “mixture,” but it could also mean composition. Berti is correct so far. However,
the problem is with the second part of the term, dpagro, which Berti translates as “with the
body.” In fact, the particle d in dpagro introduces a genitive, and muzogeh dpagro should be
translated as “composition of the body,” and not “composition with the body.” The Syriac
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Vittorio Berti, L’au-delà de l’âme et l’en-deçà du corps: Approches d’anthropologie Chrétienne de la
mort dans l’Église Syro-Orientale, vol. 57 (Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg, 2015), 80.
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expression muzogeh dpagro (correctly translated as composition of the body) refers to biological
temperament, with “mixture” possibly referring to the combination of humors in the body. 42 This
first perspective, then, claims that passions are in human nature because of one’s biological
temperament.
It is not clear whether John is alluding to particular philosophers or schools of thought in
this passage, or if he is simply presenting beliefs which are common or popular in his ascetic
milieu. Nevertheless, one could point, for illustration, to possible representatives for each of
these perspectives. The first perspective evokes the theory of four humors (black bile, yellow
bile, phlegm, and blood) which was proposed by the Greek physician Hippocrates (ca. 460–370
BCE) to explain diseases, inter alia. 43 Galen later expounded Hippocrates’ theory in his Peri
kraseōn and discussed the influence of these humors (individually and combined) on bodily
diseases as well as on one’s character and passions. According to Galen, the excess of blood, for
instance, makes for (what later came to be called) a “sanguine” personality that is affable and
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Hausherr and Hansbury both translate the term correctly as temperament. See John the Solitary, John the
Solitary on the Soul, 82; Jean le Solitaire (Pseudo-Jean de Lycopolis), Dialogue sur l’âme, 120:60. For further proof,
in the next sentence which mentions the “evil that is mixed with nature” (bišto detmazgat bakyono), John uses the
proposition b, which means “with,” and not d, which means “of.”
43

Hippocrates is the only figure John names and quotes in the Dialogues. He quotes his famous aphorism
Ὁ βίος βραχύς, ἡ δὲ τέχνη μακρή. John writes: “If the followers of Hippocrates said about the knowledge of the
body–they, who were wondrous in the art of healing– that life is brief and art long, then a person, no matter how
long his life is, cannot contain in his intelligence the wealth of teaching of the branches of medicine” (76).
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cheerful. People with excess of yellow bile, tend, more than other temperaments, to be quicktempered and to exhibit anger. 44
The second perspective John mentions claims that passions are caused by the evil “mixed
in with nature” (men ʿelto dbišto detmazgat bakyono). Again, John does not attach this
perspective to a specific school of philosophy, but dualistic philosophies, such as Manicheism,
teach a similar conception of human nature. For example, Manichean cosmogony revolves
around the dynamic between good and evil and is divided into three phases: in a first phase, good
and evil (spirit and matter) exist as separate entities; then good and evil are mixed together;
lastly, good and evil return to their respective spheres. Creation is currently in the second phase
in which the material body is the evil mixed in with the spiritual good that is the soul. 45 This evil
mixed in with human nature produces passions, according to this perspective.
The third perspective which attributes passions to demonic influence is famously
championed within ascetic circles by Evagrius. Evagrius teaches in the Praktikos that the
passions result from eight logismoi, or generic evil thoughts, insinuated to the monk by demons.
Guillaumont and Guillaumont believe that, for Evagrius, evil thoughts and the demons which
introduce them in the mind are so tightly connected that Evagrius uses the two words (“thoughts”
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See David Lester, “Galen’s Four Temperaments and Four-Factor Theories of Personality: A Comment on
‘Toward a Four-Factor Theory of Temperament and/or Personality,’” Journal of Personality Assessment 54, no. 1–2
(1990): 255. For more on Galen’s physiological and non-cognitive approach to passions see Richard Sorabji,
Emotion and Peace of Mind: From Stoic Agitation to Christian Temptation, The Gifford Lectures (Oxford
[England]: Oxford University Press, 2002), 253–72.
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J.K. Coyle, “Mani – Manicheans – Manicheism,” in Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, ed. Angelo Di
Berardino (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2014), 662.
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and “demons”) interchangeably. 46 Evil thoughts are not themselves passions, but passions occur
when one assents to, and entertains, evil thoughts. This is because “[w]hether or not all these
thoughts trouble the soul is not within our power; but it is for us to decide if they are to linger
within us or not and whether or not they stir up the passions.” 47 So, even though free will plays a
definite role in allowing the passion, passions often have an extrinsic, demonic origin. 48
The fourth perspective John considers is vaguer than the previous ones. This perspective
considers passions to be “of the soul” (dnapšo) and the soul to be their cause. John does not give
more details and refuses to dwell longer on these theories, preferring to move on to other topics
(40). What is more, he does not critique or endorse any of these theories, explaining that
“speaking against each of these conceptions is not the purpose set for us, as to which one of them
is more eloquent than the others, or if they all have equally departed from the truth” (40). This
may be because, just as John had asserted a few lines earlier, he is mostly concerned with
teaching his auditors how to heal the passions, which makes an extensive philosophical
speculation less urgent. 49
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Antoine Guillaumont and Claire Guillaumont, introduction to Traité pratique, ou, Le moine., by Evagre
le Pontique, vol. 1, Sources Chrétiennes 170 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1971), 56–57.
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Evagrius of Pontus, Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Corpus, trans. Robert E Sinkewicz (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), 98.
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These eight logismoi are, in order, gluttony, lust, avarice, sadness, anger, akedia, vainglory, and pride.
Evagrius adopts a Platonic psychology that divides the soul into three parts: two irrational parts, the concupiscible
(epithumitikon) and the spirited (thumoeides), and one rational part (logistikon). Evagrius of Pontus, 111.
Guillaumont and Guillaumont, introduction to Traité pratique, 104. The eight logismoi are mapped onto these three
parts: gluttony, lust, and avarice affect the epithumitikon, sadness, anger, and akedia affect the thumikon, and
vainglory and pride affect the logistikon. Columba Stewart, “Evagrius Ponticus and the Eastern Monastic Tradition
on the Intellect and the Passions,” Modern Theology 27, no. 2 (2011): 268.
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John says: “I, therefore, my beloved, do not aim only to enumerate the names of these passions, their
number, how they are, and what is the cause of their growth, but also their healing” (39).
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This does not mean that John is indifferent to psychological theories. To the contrary,
when he takes up again the question of the cause or origin of the passions, it is with this fourth
perspective regarding the connection between passions and soul that John will engage most. It is
worth noting that this doxographic passage shows the breadth of John’s philosophical and
ascetical knowledge, and that John’s own thought is the carefully considered output of his
intellectual engagement with popular psychological theories.
B. The Soul as Naturally Impassible
John’s fervent belief in the soul’s natural goodness forces him to reject the soul’s natural
passibility. For him, the soul is naturally free of passions, since virtue and passibility can be
mutually exclusive for reasons which will be explored here. This is rather a minority position to
hold in an intellectual environment (Christian and pagan alike) which, under Platonic and
Aristotelian influences, had largely accepted that the soul is partly passible or irrational (Plotinus
being a notable exception). 50 John offers several arguments to support his position.
1.Impassibility and Permanence of Passions
One argument for the soul’s natural impossibility is John’s belief that the functions and
powers of a nature are integral to it and essential to its proper functioning. What is natural is
permanent and irremovable. John uses for illustration some bodily functions such as sleep,
hunger, thirst, and other bodily desires (43). He asserts that “the body sleeps because sleep is of
its nature, eats because it hungers by nature, drinks because it thirsts by nature, and these things
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The Stoics too believed in a totally rational soul (pneuma), but they understood pneuma as a material,
physical breath expanding and contracting in the body, and not as a spiritual or immortal entity, as did Plato and
Plotinus. See Graver, Stoicism & Emotion, 19. This belief in the materiality of the soul may be the reason why the
Stoics were not as influential as Plato and Plotinus on John’s thought.
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are always in it” (47). In other words, these bodily functions are permanent and necessary
because they are “natural.” A person cannot completely give them up without suffering fatal
consequences. Accordingly, if passions were of the nature of the soul, “the soul would be
inclined (meṣṭalyo) to these passions at all times, if they were in its nature (bakyonoh)” (47). If
passions were natural to the soul, they, like natural bodily functions, would have to be permanent
in the soul and, consequently, irremovable.
However, based on his experience with passions and his role as guide of novice monks,
John already knows that the soul can, indeed, rid itself of evil passions. This is possible because
evil passions are transient and extractable. This argument is, at its core, therapeutic. John
conceives of the soul as able to rid itself of passions in this life. Otherwise, if one could not get
rid of evil passions, then any attempt at ascetic therapy would be futile.
Eschatological concerns are never too far from John’s mind, however. He is concerned
with the soul’s freedom from evil passions after death. He argues that “if the inclination
(meṣṭalyonuto) to these evil passions is in the nature of the soul, then [the evil passions] are of its
nature (dakyonoh); and if they are of its nature, they will not therefore cease from their stirring
(metziʿonuthun), not even after [the soul’s] exit from the body” (47). 51 Therefore, John cannot
locate the passions in the nature of the soul, because what is natural to the soul is integral to it
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John ends his fourth, and last, dialogue with the following exhortation: “Let us not be bound by
something from which we must loosen ourselves. Let us, therefore, seek the bonds that render our senses captive of
God’s mercy. So that when we are loosened from a body full of passions, we are found in the place of rejoicing in
God” (93). Clearly, for him, the soul’s separation from the body symbolizes being liberated from passions.
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and remains in it for eternity. 52 Clearly, evil passions have no place in the New Life. 53
Therefore, the soul must be naturally impassible.
2.Impassibility and Accountability for the Passions
John’s second argument builds on the previous one and centers around free will and
accountability for the passions. John asserts that one should not be blamed or reproved by God
for what is of one’s nature: “Man is not blamed (metrše) as to why he sleeps, because [sleep] is
of his nature, just as man is not blamed as to why he eats, because hunger is of his nature, or why
he is joined in marriage, because sexual desire (regto) is of his nature” (47). This is the major
premise of the argument: people are not morally guilty for fulfilling the natural needs of the
body, such as sleeping, eating, or having sex with a spouse. By that same logic, John continues,
“a man would not be judged as guilty (metḥayab bdino) if he is envious or proud, as to why these
[passions] are in him, if [these passions] were of his nature” (47). In other words, the minor
premise is that if evil passions were of the nature of the soul—meaning that it was “natural” for a
person to experience them—no one would be reproached for being envious or proud. One could
even make the case that these passions fulfill a function for the soul as essential as eating and
drinking are for the body.
52

Being free of evil passions in the New Life is possible, but not automatically given to all. John states that
some evil passions can remain in the soul after death, if the person does not free herself from them (77), and he does
not posit a postmortem place of purification. A similar caveat is proposed in the Phaedo. Socrates suggests that,
even though the passions are of bodily origins, and the nature of the soul is different from the body’s, the soul does
not escape this life pure if, in life, it had “constant intercourse and association with the body.” The soul “bewitched
by physical desires and pleasures” becomes “polluted and impure when it leaves the body.” Plato, “Phaedo,” 81A ff,
71.
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Plato’s Phaedo presents a similar argument in favor of the soul natural impassibility or full rationality: if
passibility and irrationality were an essential part of the soul, they would remain in it after death, since the soul’s
nature does not dissolve or change after death. This would make true, full knowledge possible neither in life nor
after death. Plato, 66e–67b, 58.
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This is not the case, however, because, as John asserts, “these passions are condemned
(metḥaybin) by God, and [God] always commands (mapqed) against them, severely punishing
the one who is enslaved (meštaʿbad) to them” (47). Obviously, it is a specific category, and not
all passions, that God condemns: The examples John gives are of vices, such as pride and envy.
Since God is just, he would not punish a person for experiencing “natural” and necessary
passions, just as he does not punish people simply for sleeping or eating. John concludes, then,
based on God’s condemnation, that evil passions cannot logically be of the soul’s nature.
3.Impassibility and the Soul’s Dignity
The third argument in favor of the soul’s natural impassibility is that passibility is
beneath the soul’s dignity. This argument appears in the Second Dialogue where John contends
with a psychology of Platonic inspiration. “But listen,” he begins to say, “to the opinion
(msabronuto) which others have about the nature of the soul. They say that [the nature of the
soul] is stirred (metziʿ) by three passions, that is, by discernment (porušuto), love (reḥmto) and
anger (ḥemto)” (26). John does not attribute this psychology to a specific school, but these three
passions are reminiscent of Plato’s tripartite division of the soul professed in the Republic,
among other dialogues. The “passions” John mentions—discernment (porušuto), love (reḥmto),
and anger (ḥemto)—roughly correspond to the Platonic reason (logistikon), appetite (epithumia),
and spirit (thumos), respectively. 54
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Posidonius viewed reason, desire, and spirit as three “powers” and not as three parts of the soul.
According to Galen, Posidonius deviated from the Stoics–and from Chrysippus, in particular–and reintegrated in his
system Plato’s tripartite psychology. Galen writes: “. . . And for that reason, I [i.e. Galen] added another three books
to my first two, in which I pointed out straight away that Posidonius too, the most scientific of the Stoics because of
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Hausherr recognizes in these three passions Plato’s tripartite psychology and bemoans
that John’s “surprising remark” about these passions does not show a deep understanding of
Platonism. Hausherr does not explain his point of view and considers John’s misunderstanding of
this psychology a sign of originality and literary independence from Plato and assumably from
any other source besides Scripture. 55 Putting aside the question of John’s literary dependence, it
is true that, if John is alluding here to Platonic psychology, his account departs significantly, to
say the least, from the Platonic schema.
There are several issues with John’s account. First, the logistikon (which roughly
corresponds to John’s “discernment”) is, for Plato, the rational part of the soul that, ideally, aims
to control and order the two passible, irrational parts of the soul (the epithumitikon and
thumoeides), and, therefore, is not itself a passion. Calling “discernment” a passion may betray
John’s bending of Platonic psychology to fit his purposes. It also foreshadows what will be
explored in the next chapter, namely, John’s unusually wide understanding of the concept of
“passion.”

his mathematical training, departed from Chrysippus and shows in his work On Emotions that we are governed by
three powers, the desiring, the spirited and the rational; Posidonius showed that Cleanthes, too, was of the same
opinion.” Posidonius, Posidonius, III. The Translation of the Fragments, ed. Ludwig Edelstein and I. G. Kidd, vol.
3, Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries 13–14, 36 (Cambridge: University Press, 1972), 88–89.
55
Hausherr writes: “C'est la théorie de ceux qui attribuent à l’âme trois passions: le discernement, l'amour
et la colère. Il faut reconnaître sous ces termes syriaques peu précis la psychologie platonicienne. […] Cette
remarque surprenante ne dénote pas une connaissance profonde du platonisme. Mais cette fin de non-recevoir
confirme l’impression générale: l’indépendance doctrinale de notre auteur à l’égard de toute autre source que la
Sainte Ecriture.” Irénée Hausherr, introduction to Dialogue sur l’âme et les passions des hommes, by Jean le
Solitaire (Pseudo-Jean de Lycopolis), vol. 120, Orientalia Christiana Analecta (Roma: Pontificium Institutum
Orientalium Studiorum, 1939), 10. It is clear from this essay that Hausherr’s position on John’s literary
independence is overstated.
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Second, Platonic psychology proposes the logistikon, epithumitikon, and thumoeides as
parts of the soul, and not simply as three occurrent “passions.” 56 The difference between a part of
the soul and a passion is like the difference between a power and its act, to use Aristotelian
terms. For instance, epithumia (desire) is a passion one experiences when the epithumitikon (the
desiring part) is activated or moved, but the epithumitikon would not be properly called a
passion. Moreover, a part of the soul is stable and irremovable, whereas an occurrent passion
affects the soul transiently. It is not linguistically clear whether John is referring here to
occurrent passions, parts of the soul, or to both. This is because Syriac uses the same word for
the passionate part of the soul as well as for the passion it generates. 57 But, in any case, this
would not change John’s position because, as will be shown next, he has reasons to reject both
the passions and the passionate parts as constitutive of the nature of the soul.
John rejects the notion that the nature of the soul could be stirred by such passions. He
writes: “They say that [the nature of the soul] is stirred (metziʿ) by three passions, that is, by
discernment (porušuto), love (reḥmto) and anger (ḥemto). But they think much too little of [the
soul]” (26). For him, ascribing passibility to the soul’s nature is disparaging. This might be so
because, as discussed earlier, the virtuous nature of the soul enjoys an honor and dignity which
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Scholars debate whether Plato professed in the Republic (and later) a soul divided into parts or a simple
soul with different “aspects” or “activities,” but the majority land on the side of a tripartite division. W. K. C.
Guthrie, “Plato’s Views on the Nature of the Soul,” in Plato: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Gregory Vlastos,
vol. 2 (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1971), 230–43.

For instance, ḥemto is the term used for both the passion of anger (thumos) and the spirited part of the
soul (thumoeides). In Evagius’ Syriac translations of Kephalia Gnostika (KG), for instance, the “common” version
S1 translates thumos in KG 6.84 as anger (ḥemto), whereas the version called S2 or “integral” translates it as “angry
part of the soul” (mento dḥemto dnapšo). See Evagre le Pontique, Les six centuries des “Kephalaia Gnostica,” trans.
Antoine Guillaumont, vol. 28: 1, Patrologia Orientalis (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1958).
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clash with passions and passibility. This anticipates the pejorative strand of John’s view of (evil)
passions as detrimental to, and diseases of, the soul. Another reason John gives for why passions
offend the soul’s dignity is that “even animals are stirred up by these three passions” (26).
III. Impassibility and Animal Passions
A. The Case for Animal Passions
John’s argument against the Platonic passions is that even (non-human) animals are
stirred by the passions of discernment, anger, and love. He explains that “animals love (maḥbon)
their young, get angry (metḥamton) against the one who harms (makeh) them, and discern
(poreš) the one who nourishes them to honor [him] with love (lamyaqoru bḥubo), just as the race
(genso, γένος) of dogs discern (poreš) their masters from strangers to love [them] (lmaḥobu), and
an ox knows (yodaʿ) its owner, with many other such examples” (26). 58 The reason John thinks it
disparaging to attribute to the nature of the soul phenomena experienced by animals is that
animals have a lower status than humans. For him, the human being is the “king of all the natures
of this Creation” (2). Humans enjoy a higher status precisely because, of all creatures, only they
were granted a soul by God. Consequently, the dignified nature of the soul cannot be moved by
the same passions which move lowly animals.
That animals experience passions is not an uncommon claim. But what distinguishes
John is that he does not attribute any form of soul to animals, as many of his predecessors and
contemporaries do. He does not, for instance, ascribe to animals a vegetative or sensitive soul
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Dedering recognizes in John’s reference to the ox a part of the verse from Isaiah 1:3: “An ox knows its
owner, and an ass, its master’s manger; But Israel does not know, my people has not understood.” Johannes von
Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele, 26. Clearly, Isaiah’s goal is not to attribute discernment to animals, but to
point out the gravity of Israel’s sin.
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which, as Aristotle taught, both animals and humans have. For John, animals’ “soul is only their
blood, and [in animals] no virtuous nature (kyono myatro) of the soul exists” (48). John does not
explain his viewpoint, nor does he identify its source, but a similar belief is found in the Bible. 59
To be clear, when he says that animals’ soul is their blood, he does not mean that blood is some
sort of physical soul, but simply that blood is a life-giving power which animates animals. 60 This
spells a strict soul-animal dichotomy in John’s thought.
One of the consequences of a strict soul-animal dichotomy is the exclusion from the
nature of the soul of any animalistic attributes, such as passions. What is ascribable to animals
cannot be ascribed to the soul’s nature, and vice versa. 61 To go back to John’s argument, he is
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Leviticus 17:10-11: “As for anyone, whether of the house of Israel or of the aliens residing among them,
who consumes any blood, I will set myself against that individual and will cut that person off from among the
people, since the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement on the altar for
yourselves, because it is the blood as life that makes atonement.” The connection between the Solitary and Leviticus
can be made, if one posits that the soul, like blood, is the life of the body. Hansbury points out that this view is also
held by the anonymous Syriac treatise Book of Steps (Cited by John the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, 100,
n.105). The Book of Steps states: “Let us now speak about the proposition that is brought forward by some people,
that the spirit and the soul in human beings are created. They take the human soul to be blood, just like the animal
soul” (Robert A. Kitchen and M. F. G. Parmentier, trans., The Book of Steps: The Syriac Liber Graduum
[Kalamazoo, Mich.: Edinburgh: Cistercian Publications; Alban Books, 2004], 313).
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In another passage, he likens animals to bodies that are without souls. He writes that “if the body alone
were a person without the soul, this would not even be a unique human being whom God had created in the world,
but a body (pagro) like other bodies deprived of the understanding (sukolo) of His wisdom, like cattle or the fowl of
the sky” (3). On the life-giving role and ubiquity of the blood in the body and its essential import to physiology,
John writes in the Third Treatise: “Just as the blood is the life of all members, and despite being in motion
internally, it is nonetheless enveloped by arteries and organs, nerves and bones. It grows and vivifies everything,
melds with everything, mixes with everything, holds everything, and without losing the power of its heat or the
brightness of its color, it walks with the feet, touches with the hands, sees with the eyes, hears with the ears, smells
with the nose…” Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 130.
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In Nyssa’s De anima et resurrectione Macrina uses the passions of animals to argue that, if humans
experience the same emotions as animals, then passions are not specifically human and should not, therefore, be
considered consubstantial with the soul. She says that “[s]ince reason does not by nature control the movement of
animals, through their passions, they destroy each other being dominated by rage, and the powerful carnal impulses
do not operate for their own good, reason being overcome by the resulting confusion.” Gregory of Nyssa, “On the
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saying that animals, who do not have a soul, experience discernment, love and anger in their
interactions with their offspring and with humans. This, for him, means that the nature of the
soul could not possibly be stirred by these (or any other) passions. This constitutes the second
reason passions should not be attributed to the nature of the soul.
John uses animal passions elsewhere in the Dialogues to give a third reason why the
nature of the soul must be impassible. Discussing fear in the Fourth Dialogue, he argues that “if
fear were of the soul, how is it that we see that animals, reptiles, and all similar [animals] that are
without a soul tremble at, and fear, what injures them?” (82). He is repeating the argument that
passions cannot be natural to the soul because non-ensouled animals experience them. But he is
adding a new detail, namely, that animals fear not for the soul (which they do not have), but for
their bodies which are liable to harm and injury. Animals’ fear is their way of protecting their
bodies from a perceived threat to them. But this does not apply to the nature of the soul, says
John, because the soul, whose “nature is not subject to any injuries, is superior (romo hi) to the
fear of the world” (82). If fear is caused by liability to injury, this negates the possibility of fear
being of the nature of the soul, because the immaterial, spiritual soul cannot be injured by
whatever injures the body.

Soul and the Resurrection,” in Gregory of Nyssa: Ascetical Works, trans. Virginia W. Callahan, vol. 58, The Fathers
of the Church, a New Translation (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 1999), 222. Although
Macrina uses a similar argument to John’s, she differs from him on the key point of the soul of animals. Gregory
professes an eclectic psychology which integrates Plato’s tripartite division of the soul (reason, desire, and anger)
with Aristotle’s trichotomous soul (vegetative, sensitive, and rational). Animals and humans share the sensitive soul
that generates passions. See J. Warren Smith, Passion and Paradise: Human and Divine Emotion in the Thought of
Gregory of Nyssa (New York: Crossroad Pub. Co, 2004), 48–74. This will allow Gregory to attribute passions to an
irrational (but non-essential) part of the soul. He will maintain that the essential part of the soul is rational and
impassible. John–who adopts a biblical, and not an Aristotelian, view of animals–does not recognize any such soul
in animals.
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This argument harks back to John’s discussion of the soul’s instrumental use of the body.
In the metaphor of the broken lyre, the music ceases when the instrument is broken, but the hand
which had produced the music through it is unharmed (49). Thus, John explains how the nature
of the soul is “hidden” or protected from any harm that may befall the body. Should the body get
sick, be possessed by a demon, or even die, the nature of the soul remains intact. If that is the
case, then the nature of the soul, sheltered from all harm, has no cause for fear.
Immunity to injury is also connected to John’s wider insistence on the soul’s autonomy
and superiority vis-à-vis worldly needs and goods. John goes to great lengths to emphasize how,
unlike the material, composite body, the soul “rises above (metʿalyo) the need (sniquto) for all
that is visible” and has no use for “all the things that are accomplished (metmle) because of the
body’s needs (sunoqaw[hy]). [The soul] is not visible (lo metḥazyonito) for it to need (metsneq)
visible things” (4). Because its nature is spiritual, the soul has no need for the goods needed and
enjoyed by the material body. 62 Over several pages John details at length all the changes in the
environment, 63 multiple diseases, and situations that affect, harm, or comfort the body but do not
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Plotinus also emphasizes the idea that the soul does not desire or need things for itself. He writes: “For
certainly neither the nourishment, the warmth, nor the moisture, nor the alleviation when the body is emptied, nor
the satisfaction when it is filled, relate to the faculty of appetite; rather, they all belong to that of the body.” Plotinus,
Plotinus: The Enneads, 4.4.21.19-21, trans. Lloyd P. Gerson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 439.
63

He writes: “For [the soul] is not visible that it might have need of what is visible: not of the rising of the
sun; not for the changes of the moon; not for any intermediary phenomenon which is above us. That is to say: not for
the thickness of the clouds; not for flashes of lightening; not for the sound of thunder; not for an abundance of rain;
not for trickles from springs; not for the light of day; not for the stillness of night; not for periods of time; not for the
numbering of hours; not for different months; not for the yearly cycle and all which comes to pass in it” (John the
Solitary, 168).
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affect the nature of the soul. 64 To summarize, this third argument is that the soul’s ontological
superiority, autonomy, and immunity to harm preclude the possibility that passions experienced
by non-ensouled animals be of its nature.
B. Evaluating the Case for Animal Passions
1.Issues Concerning Epistemology
There are several issues with John’s argument, and specifically with the attribution of
passions to animals. The purpose of examining these issues is to show that John is
uncharacteristically invoking problematic arguments to make his case for animal passions. He is
doing so, I argue, not because he is interested in elaborating on animal psychology but in order to
bolster his overarching theological claim about the natural impassibility of the soul. These issues
show that John is willing to resort even to unconvincing claims about animal passions in order to
support his claims about the soul. In other words, John’s ultimate goal is not to prove that
animals experience passions but to show that passions originate in the body and not in the soul.
The gist of John’s argument is that if animals, who have no soul, experience passions,
then passions are caused by the body and, therefore, the soul is naturally impassible. It is with
this goal in mind that John approaches the question of animal passions. Yet, there are three issues
which weaken John’s case. The first issue is epistemological and inherent to any study or
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John lists thirty-six diseases in a row in one paragraph in the Fourth Dialogue, which led some scholars
to speculate (wrongly) that he may have been a physician. While he exhibits an interest in medicine and medical
imagery, his knowledge of medicine is not sophisticated. He writes: “The soul is also free from illnesses of the inner
parts (hadome dalgaw) of the body: enlargement of the spleen, constriction of the liver, an outpouring of bile,
dysentery, the torment of asthma, renal distress, swelling of the stomach, frayed nerves, heaviness of the bones,
damaged arteries, an oversupply of blood, the pain of bruises, headache, dropsy, the pain of kidney stones; with
other external woes as well as the many inner ones: the feebleness of old age, losing strength, curvature of the spine,
the dissolution of limbs. From various diseases: being stricken with fever, the disturbance of malarial fever, burning
ulcers, gangrene and bodily decay, the smell of corruption” (John the Solitary, 170).
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discussion of animal psychology. More specifically, our knowledge of human emotions, to use a
modern term, is mostly based on introspection and self-report. Humans can analyze and describe
their own emotions, not only because they are rational creatures, but also because they
experience these emotions themselves. They have a direct and intuitive (albeit incomplete)
knowledge of their own emotions. They can verbally describe them to others, and others can
empathize and understand because they too have experienced similar emotions. When it comes
to animal emotions, no such introspection or self-report is possible.
Therefore, it is difficult to know whether humans simply project on animals their own
emotional experiences because humans and animals exhibit similar behaviors in similar
situations. At the death of its owner, a dog may lie quietly by the coffin, have little or no
appetite, and be uninterested in interacting with others. It is exhibiting behaviors veterinarians
may diagnose as depression. Clearly a dog can be affected by its owner’s absence, but could it be
said to be grieving? And if so, is this grief of the same nature as the grief experienced by the dog
owner’s widower? In other words, do animals have emotions, properly speaking, or do humans
simply anthropomorphize basic animal drives and behaviors that mimic human emotions? And
even if animals experience emotions of sorts, do these emotions have the same nature and quality
as human emotions?
Philodemus, a second-century Epicurean philosopher, expressed a similar concern. In his
treatise On the Gods he insists that, without the rational powers of foresight and expectation,
which animals lack, no passion can be formed. For him, “[a]nimals have only analogues of
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human disturbance (tarakhē) and only numb impulse (hormē).” 65 Philodemus, then, is of the
opinion that, without reason, even what seems like passions in animals is, in essence, only
analogous to human passions. On this account, John’s attribution of passions to animals is on
shaky grounds.
2.Issues Concerning Animal Cognition
Most philosophers—with some notable exceptions that will come up later– see a
connection between passions and cognition or thoughts. Indeed, it is commonly recognized that,
even though passions are “irrational” in the normative sense (meaning, against right reason), they
are rational in the descriptive sense, in that they have a cognitive element. Sorrow, for example,
supposes a realization or, in philosophical terms, a judgement or belief, that one has suffered a
loss. One can only mourn what she believes and knows to have lost. If passions are somehow
connected to cognition, then attributing passions to animals requires that animals possess a
certain cognitive capacity.
For Aristotle, animals experience passions because the latter are appetitive movements of
the sensitive soul which humans and non-human animals share. The same sensitive soul that can
generate in humans the passions of love and desire at the sight of an attainable, apparent good
can produce the same passions in an animal. 66 One the differences between humans and animals,
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Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 26.

Aristotle writes in De anima 433b that the appetitive faculty is involved in the movement of both humans
and animals. He states that “that which moves without itself being moved is the realizable good, that which at once
moves and is moved is the faculty of appetite (for that which is moved is moved insofar as it desires, and appetite in
the sense of actual appetite is a kind of movement), while that which is in motion is the animal.” Aristotle, “On the
Soul,” 1507. See also Thomas Aquinas, “The Summa Theologica,” https://dhspriory.org/thomas/summa, April 14,
2019, I 78, 1 (on the sensitive soul) and I-II 22 (on the passions).
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however, is that humans have, in addition to a sensitive soul, a rational soul which helps to
moderate the passions by bringing them, as much as possible, under the rule of reason. 67
But it is not only desire and anger that John recognizes in animals. In another passage he
attributes to animals complex emotions which require a high level of cognitive functioning. He
writes that “we find in the nature of animals, birds, snakes, and the fish of the sea that their
nature is moved by six passions: by anger (ḥemto), malice (bišuto), desire (reḥmto), sexual desire
(regto), discernment (porušuto), and haughtiness (ḥtiruto)” (47). 68 He gives as examples “malice
(bišuto) in animals and reptiles” and horses which “walk pridefully (ḥtiroʾit)” (48). 69 For the
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Reason informs passions and rules them but with a “political” authority, and not a despotic one. This
recognizes that passions have a will of their own and are not easily subdued to reason. See Aquinas, “The Summa
Theologica,” I 81. 3 ad. 2. For a detailed study of the relationship between passions and reason in Aquinas, see
Andrew C. Whitmore, “Dispositions and Habits in the Work of Saint Thomas Aquinas” (Washington, D.C., The
Catholic University of America, 2019).
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If this list is not John’s creation, it is unclear what its source and nature are. The only list of six emotions
in Greek philosophy that the present research found was in Plato’s Timaeus: these passions are “pleasure, first of all,
evil’s most powerful lure; then pains, that make us run away from what is good; besides these, boldness also and
fear, foolish counselors both; then also the spirit of anger hard to assuage, and expectation easily led astray.” Plato,
“Timaeus,” 69 d, in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub., 1997), 1271.Plato then
is adding to the passions of desire and anger to pleasure, pain, boldness, and fear. It is debatable whether Plato
meant this list as a list of six generic or primary passions, just as the Stoics, for instance, had their list of four generic
passions. Sorabji reports that one second-century CE Aristotelian philosopher, Aspasius, views this list simply as a
list of familiar, and not generic, passions. See Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 136. Nevertheless, neither Plato,
nor Aspasius expressly attribute these six passions were to animals. In Christian literature, Pseudo-Macarius lists six
passions in his Spiritual Homilies (Homily XV, 50): lust, avarice (or love of money), vainglory, pride, envy, and
anger. Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, ed. George A. Maloney, Classics of Western Spirituality
(New York: Paulist Press, 1992), 91. Pseudo-Macarius’ list has three passions in common with John’s: lust, pride,
and anger. John mentions Pseudo-Macarius’ other three other passions (love of money, vainglory, and envy)
elsewhere in the Dialogues.
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Porter argues that “social animals of all kinds are capable of empathy, gratitude, indignation, and other
similar responses to the behaviors of others.” Jean Porter, “Moral Passions: A Thomistic Interpretation of Moral
Emotions in Nonhuman and Human Animals,” Journal of Moral Theology 3, no. 2 (2014): 39. She calls these
“moral passions” and sees them expressed “through a range of well-documented behaviors, including comforting
those in distress, engaging in reciprocal favors such as grooming or sharing food, refusing to participate in uneven
exchanges or even retaliating for disadvantageous treatment.” (Porter, 93) It would seem then that, based on Porter’s
account, animals can experience “moral” passions, beyond desire and anger.
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Stoics, passions are generally considered judgements of reason. Chrysippus believes, for
instance, that passions are nothing more than a rational phenomenon.
On this Stoic account, John’s position on animal passions is quite problematic. As will be
explained in the next chapter, John’s conception of the passions is multifaceted, but he considers
at least some passions, such as haughtiness—a passion he attributes to humans as well as to
“animals and reptiles”—to be highly cognitive, not unlike the Stoic passions. While it is
conceivable that some non-human primates with larger brain-to-body index may be able to
muster enough cognitive power to display some social emotions, it is much less defensible to
claim, as John does, that even birds and reptiles, who have rudimentary brains, can have the evil
intentions usually associated with malice or an understanding of their social standing relatively
to their peers involved in haughtiness. 70
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Can a highly cognitive passion, such as haughtiness, plausibly be attributed to animals? Elements of an
answer to this question can be found in Martha Nussbaum’s bold attempt at formulating a Neo-Stoic account of
animal passions. Nussbaum’s project is to highlight similarities between human and animal emotions (“emotions”
being Nussbaum’s preferred term for “passions”). She does so by formulating a Neo-Stoic view of emotions that can
encompass the emotions of human adults, human babies, and animals all at once. She understands human emotions
as “judgments in which people acknowledge the great importance, for their own flourishing, of things that they do
not fully control–and acknowledge thereby their neediness before the world and its events.” Martha Craven
Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions, 8th pr (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008),
90. This definition involves three elements: (1) a eudaimonistic element (flourishing as the goal of one’s actions),
(2) a cognitive element (an understanding of one’s flourishing), and (3) an evaluative element (an appraisal of the
potential impact of an object or an event on one’s flourishing). Nussbaum, 4. Simply put, to experience emotions,
flourishing needs to be one’s life-goal, one needs to understand the nature and constitutive elements of her
flourishing, and one needs to be able to assess how certain elements, persons, or situations affect her flourishing.
Emotions require at least this level of cognitive functioning. It might seem quite difficult to attribute to animals
emotions based on such a view, but this is exactly the challenge that Nussbaum takes on. From a collection of data
from both experimental psychology and detailed narratives of animal behavior, she synthesizes a theory of animal
emotions which, like her account of human emotions, is “cognitive, evaluative, and eudaimonist.” Nussbaum, 125.
She asserts that animals are capable of forms of cognition complex enough to enable them to appraise the salience of
a certain object to their own good, to perceive an object and to assess whether it enhances or threatens their wellbeing. This meets her standards for emotions and allows her to attribute rather complex emotions to animals. This
also explains, for Nussbaum, the well-attested narratives of animals that, for example, exhibit signs of grief at the
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One the biggest issues so far has been the tension between the cognitive element in
passions, on the one hand, and animals’ limited cognitive abilities, on the other. The more
cognitive a conception of the passions is, the more difficult it is to reconcile with animal
passions. But, as pointed out earlier, not all Greek philosophers thought of passions as rational or
cognitive. One notable exception reported by Galen in De placitis hippocratis et platonis is the
Stoic Posidonius, one of Chrysippus’ sharpest critics. According to Galen, Posidonius decries the
Stoic overemphasis on the cognitive nature of passions which allowed Chrysippus to go as far as
to identify passions with judgements, thereby removing bodily feelings and irrationality from the
definition of a passion.
Posidonius wanted to reintroduce in Stoic psychology the irrational dimension of
passionate forces, as originally conceptualized by Plato. Passions, for him, do not always require
a cognitive trigger, or a “judgment.” They can arise from non-verbal sources, such as music
(hence the talk of “emotional” music), or from environmental stimuli (as when a loud noise
immediately causes fear). This reappraisal of the rationality of passions, contra Chrysippus,
allows Posidonius to attribute passions to animals. Not only that, but, like John, Posidonius

death of an owner or a mating partner. Their grief shows that some animals are able, not only to apprehend that an
object was beneficial to them, but that this object is now absent, and that this absence is detrimental to them.
Accommodating this highly cognitive theory of animal passions requires Nussbaum to posit that the cognitive
appraisal involved in emotions does not necessarily assume “reflexive self-consciousness” or linguistic formulation
of this appraisal, two functions that animals do not possess. Nussbaum, 126. Nussbaum admits that it precisely
because animals lack linguistic capabilities that Chrysippus viewed the attribution emotions to animals as “based on
a kind of loose and illegitimate anthropomorphizing.” Yet, she believes that her revised, Neo-Stoic account helps
better to explain human emotions that are not fully subject to rational examination or linguistic formulation.
Nussbaum, 90.
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believes that “it is obvious [that] animals are governed by desire and anger.” 71 Posidonius’
approach to passions supports John’s views on animal passions. But unlike John (and
Chrysippus), Posidonius accepts Plato’s tripartite psychology which ascribes passions to the
soul’s irrational parts. The problem is that John does not recognize any soul in animals. So, it is
unclear what power or capacity, other than a soul of some kind, could generate such passions.
3.Issues Concerning the Soul of Animals
John’s views appear peculiar when compared to other treatments of animals, particularly
on the question of animal soul. In Plato’s Republic, for instance, in the course of a discussion
about the attributes of the guardians of the city, Socrates uses animal imagery very similar to that
used by John. For Socrates, guardians need to possess two seemingly opposite qualities: they
“must be gentle to their own people and harsh to the enemy.” 72 The coexistence of these
seemingly contradictory attributes (gentleness and harshness) in one being is possible, Socrates
argues, since “a pedigree dog naturally has a character of this sort—he is gentle as can be to
those he’s used to and knows, but the opposite to those he doesn’t know.” 73
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According to Galen (Galen, Claudii Galeni De Placitis Hippocratis et Platonis Libri Novem, ed. Iwan
Von Müller, vol. 1 (Lipsiae: In aedibus B.G. Teubneri, 1874), 456–57, v. 476–77), Posidonius says that Chrysippus
does not think that the emotional aspect of the soul is distinct from the rational, and so deprives irrational animals of
emotions, although it is obvious that animals are governed by desire and anger, as he establishes in detail and at
length. He says that all those that are least mobile and are naturally attached, like plants to rocks and the like, are
governed by desire alone; all other irrational animals use both powers, the desiring and the spirited, whereas man
alone uses all three, because he has acquired the rational ruling principle.” Posidonius, Posidonius, III. The
Translation of the Fragments, 3:89.
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Plato, “Republic,” 375b, in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub.,
1997), 1014.
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Plato, 375e, 1014. This is the same example John uses when claiming that dogs can recognize and love
their masters.
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That Plato uses animals as models for moral education or even as examples of
philosophical disposition is well-attested. 74 But what is important here is the nature and origin of
these character traits in animals. In other words, does Plato consider animal traits, such as
gentleness or harshness, passions? And if he does, would these passions be attributed to a soul?
Unfortunately, Plato does not develop his views on animal psychology. And, while there is some
discussion in modern scholarship whether Plato allows for the possibility of animals having a
soul, Plato does not recognize a vegetative or a sensitive soul in animals, as Aristotle later will,
nor does he expressly categorize the traits of animals as passions. 75 It is uncertain, then, if Plato
attributes passions or a soul to animals.
This means that an example Plato uses as a metaphor to describe desirable traits in
humans (gentle and harsh dogs) became, under John’s pen, an account of animal passions (dogs
having the passions of love and anger). If John is borrowing from Plato, he likely modified his
account to fit his own purposes, which is to prove that animals experience passions. John also
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See Janet Mccracken, “Dogs and Birds in Plato,” Philosophy and Literature 38, no. 2 (2014): 446–61.

Plato’s notion of transmigration between humans and animals raises the possibility of animals having
some kind of soul. For example, Plato writes in Phaedrus: “Of all these, any who have led their lives with justice
will change to a better fate, and any who have led theirs with injustice, to a worse one […] a human soul can enter a
wild animal, and a soul that was once human can move from an animal to a human being again. But a soul that never
saw the truth cannot take a human shape.” Plato, “Phaedrus,” 248e-249b, in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube
(Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub., 1997), 526–27. See also “Phaedo,” 81E-82b and “Timaeus,” 42C-D8. Bearing
similarity to the Myth of Er, the notion of souls choosing to reincarnate as animals raises several questions regarding
the condition of the human soul once it inhabits an animal, namely, whether this soul retains its rationality, and
whether existing animals already had their own souls before a human soul migrated into them. See Francisco J.
Gonzalez, “Of Beasts and Heroes The Promiscuity of Humans and Animals in the Myth of Er,” in Plato’s Animals:
Gadflies, Horses, Swans, and Other Philosophical Beasts, ed. Jeremy Bell and Michael Naas, Studies in Continental
Thought (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2015), 225–45.
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departs from Plotinus who allows for the possibility of animals having a soul. 76 He clashes with
his contemporary, Nemesius of Emesa, who asserts that animals have a mortal soul substance. 77
John is, then, quite unique in flatly rejecting the possibility of a soul in animals by
upholding the view that the soul of animals—that is, their vital principle—is their blood.
Moreover, this uncommon position is also philosophically difficult to defend. John offers no
explanation as to what power or capacity, in the absence of a soul, allows animals to discern,
love, get angry, envy or be proud. If it is blood alone that makes these passions possible, John
does not say so or explain how.
Why would John hold such a difficult position? Perhaps because John’s account of
animal passions should be read in the light of his theological commitments, and not as a
scientific or philosophical account. If his overall argument about animal passions seems forced
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Around the time of the Enneads, philosophers were divided into defenders and opponents of the
rationality of animal soul. Plotinus does not affirm whether animals have a soul or not, but he offers two possible
explanations for the kind of soul animals might have. He opines that
the souls in [beasts], as it is said, [are] human souls which have erred, the separable part of the soul does
not belong to the beasts. It is there, but it is not there for them. Rather, what they have self-awareness of is
the reflection of the soul that goes with the body. Actually, such a body has been in a way made by a
reflection of soul. On the other hand, if the soul of a human being has not entered it, it becomes the kind of
living being it is due to the illumination coming from the soul of the cosmos. Plotinus, Plotinus: The
Enneads, 1.1.11, trans. Lloyd P. Gerson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 51.
Simply put, if it is true that animals have a soul, this soul cannot be rational because, unlike humans, animals are not
aware of their reason and are not guided by it in the world. The first possible explanation, then, is that they have a
“reflection of a soul,” also called a lower soul, similar to the lower soul of humans. The second possible explanation
is that animal souls are not similar to human lower souls but are essentially different from human souls and are the
products of the World Soul which permeates the whole body of the world. See Caluori, Plotinus on the Soul, 194–
95.
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Nemesius’ observation is based on the analogy in perceptive powers, which are psychic by nature,
between animals and humans. For Nemesius, “[th]e cognitive capacities of the lower level of the human soul which
co-operates with the senses are similar in human beings and in animals, except that the thinking power of humans is
greater” (Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy [New York: Oxford University Press,
2004], 105). Unlike Nemesius, John considers sense-perception to be primarily a bodily function.
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and unconvincing, it is perhaps because his theological commitment to the soul’s natural
impassibility must prevail, even at the expense of philosophical soundness. He presents his
argument as follows: (1) animals experience passions, (2) the soul is superior to animals, then,
(3) the soul is naturally impassible. But what is presented as the conclusion of the argument (the
soul is naturally impassible) is, in reality, its premise. In other words, John is not basing his
understanding of the soul and human passions on his understanding of animal psychology.
Rather, because it is imperative for John to establish that the nature of the soul is impassible, he
is forced to attribute basic and complex passions to animals, all the while denying them any type
of soul, even a sensitive one. This argument reversal is even more plausible when one considers
the theological significance of the alleged conclusion (the soul is naturally impassible) and the
weakness of the alleged premise (that non-ensouled animals experience highly cognitive
passions). For John, philosophy is put at the service of theology.
C. Impassibility, Simplicity, and Immortality
John’s views on the passions, including animal passions, serve several theological
principles. Some of these principles have already been spelled out: the soul’s natural goodness
and dignity. There is, however, an additional attribute of the soul, which John does not invoke in
the Dialogues, but which, nevertheless, may be implicitly at work in his psychology, namely, the
soul’s simplicity. As the previous chapter showed, in his Second Letter to Eutropius and
Eusebius John attributes composition to the body and simplicity to the soul: the body is
composed of several elements and members, while the soul is one and indivisible. 78
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Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 102–3.
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Understanding the body’s composition and its consequences helps to appreciate the salience of
its antithesis, the soul’s simplicity.
In the First Dialogue with Thomasios, John lays out his views on bodily composition in
Thomasios’ opening speech: the body is composed of heat, cold, humidity, and dryness. 79
Having been instructed in Greek philosophy, 80 probably like John himself, Thomasios is likely
invoking here the theory of the Four Elements which traces back to Empedocles (ca. 450 BCE).
Empedocles’ theory is that the body is composed of water, air, fire, and earth. Plato expanded on
this theory in the Timaeus, 81 and Aristotle deduced from these elements four essences of nature:
heat, cold, humidity, and dryness. 82
John raises no objection to Thomasios’ theory of bodily composition. For him, one of the
corollaries of the body’s composition is that, to remain healthy, the body needs all four elements
present in its environment. If one element, such as air or water, were absent or scarce, the body
could become ill or die. In addition, these elements need to be present in the body in equal
proportions because an excess of any of these elements would also lead to imbalance and
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Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 3.
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Thomasios is thus introduced in the first lines of the First Dialogue: “Thomasios was a distinguished
man who, thanks to his parents’ diligence, was raised in the wisdom of Greek education. Nevertheless, he was
distinguished even more by his faith in Christ than by his human knowledge. Having completed the cycle of studies
proper for his age, he desired the quiet dwelling of solitary life” (Johannes von Apamea, 1).
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Plato, “Timaeus,” 48 b, in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub.,
1997), 1251.
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Aristotle, Aristotle’s De generatione et corruptione, trans. Christopher John Fardo Williams, Clarendon
Aristotle Series (New York: Clarendon Press, 1982), 38–39. See also G. E. R. Lloyd, “The Hot and the Cold, the
Dry and the Wet in Greek Philosophy,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 84 (1964): 92–106.
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sickness. 83 For example, too much heat could lead to fever, and too much humidity to
pneumonia. This makes the body highly vulnerable to, and dependent on, its environment.
Another, and perhaps more important, corollary of bodily composition is the possibility of
decomposition. In other words, every composed organism eventually breaks down into its basic
components. For the human body, this decomposition follows death. There is a tight link, then,
between composition and mortality. If composition spells vulnerability, dependence, and
mortality for the body, then the immortal and autonomous soul must be viewed as simple.
Autonomy and simplicity are causally related: the nature of the soul is unaffected by change in
the environment because, unlike the composite body, it is simple.
This chapter has established that the soul must be simple. But what is the connection
between the soul’s simplicity and its impassibility? To answer this question, one needs to borrow
insights from a similar discussion in Plotinus. Professing an eclectic psychology, Plotinus views
the higher soul as immortal and separable from the body, as Plato does, but also as a life
principle with powers and acts, as Aristotle does. 84 From his Platonic heritage Plotinus curiously
retains one of Plato’s earliest psychological principles, which Plato himself abandoned after the
Phaedo: the (higher) soul’s fundamental impassibility.
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Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 4.

Caluori recognizes three sorts of individual soul: (1) the higher soul, which alone is immortal,
impassible, and active in the intelligible world, (2) the lower soul, which is a faculty of presentation similar to the
Stoic nous; it is a center of awareness and sense perception, and it is active in the sensible world; (3) the soul
Plotinus calls nature (phusis), vegetative soul, or generative soul, and which is active in the body. See Caluori,
Plotinus on the Soul, 10. For more on the complexities of Plotinus’ eclectic psychology, see Blumenthal, Plotinus’
Psychology, 21–25.

139
The primary purpose which the soul’s natural impassibility serves for Plotinus is to guard
the soul’s immortality. For Plotinus, immortality and immutability are tightly correlated: What is
mutable is necessarily mortal, and vice versa. An immortal soul, then, cannot be said to undergo
change or suffer affectation. Now, passions are typically viewed as changes in the soul: When a
soul is affected by passions, it undergoes a certain change. For example, when it experiences
desire, the soul changes from a state of satiety to a state of desiring an object. Passibility, then,
implies mutability, and, as already established, mutability spells mortality. To be immortal, the
soul cannot be said to be affected by passions. This is the main reason Plotinus rejects the soul’s
fundamental passibility. 85
It is plausible, then, that wanting to preserve the soul’s immortality may have led John, as
it did Plotinus, to profess the prerequisites of immortality: simplicity and impassibility. If this
analysis is correct, this motivation is only implicit in John’s texts. John argues nowhere for the
soul’s immortality. But the soul’s immortality is a fundamental Christian tenet which
understandably commands other attributes of the soul. Moreover, professing the soul’s simplicity
is also the reason John rejects Platonic psychology understood either as three occurrent passions
or as tripartite. In short, if the soul must be simple to be immortal, it cannot be divided into
irrational and passionate parts. Hence, John must reject the notion that discernment, desire, and
anger are part of the soul’s nature to preserve the soul’s immortality.
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Conclusion
This survey has yielded important conclusions. The soul emerges as a key concept in
John’s thought. It is described as the true human self, the necessary and sufficient constituent of
humanity. Its nature enjoys such dignity that John envisions the body’s eschatological
transformation as its assumption of the soul’s attributes. In the New Life, the soul’s mode of
knowledge will be free of bodily influence and of anthropomorphic and graphic thought patterns,
allowing the soul to know God, who is beyond shapes, colors, and forms.
Unlike many of his contemporaries and predecessors, John professes a soul that is simple,
originally good, and naturally free of passions. Many of his arguments for the soul’s natural
impassibility aim to allow the soul to rid itself of evil passions as much as possible in this world
through ascetical practices. This will prepare the soul for a New Life completely free of evil
passions. This will free the soul to know God and continuously contemplate his Mysteries. The
soul’s immortality and knowledge are predicated on its simplicity and natural impassibility. This
shows how strongly tied John’s psychology and therapeutic goals are to his theological and
eschatological beliefs.
This survey also raises an increasingly pressing question: if the soul is naturally
impassible, what is the origin or cause of the passions? If maintaining the soul’s impassibility is
crucial, then, the only option is to attribute the origin of the passions either to an agent outside
the person, such as demons or the environment, or to the other component of the human
composite, namely, the body. But, even if the origin of passions were external to the person, this
external source would still need a human “point of entry,” so to speak, to affect the person. If the
person were completely immune to the passions, then no external stimuli would move her. For
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Evagrius, for example, demons instigate passions using one’s own thoughts. In either case, the
focus needs to be on the human person. It has become now obvious, by process of elimination,
that the cause of passions that John must identify can be none other than the body. The body’s
relation to the passions and the impact on the soul of its association with a passible body are the
object of the next chapter.

CHAPTER THREE: BODY AND PASSIONS IN JOHN OF APAMEA’S PSYCHOLOGY
Introduction
I have argued, so far, that John’s eschatology guides his psychology and informs his
philosophical heritage. If the soul is to know God in the New Life without hindrance, it must be
able to liberate itself from two limitations: an epistemological limitation rendering its thoughts
anthropomorphic and graphic (image-based), and a moral limitation, in the form of evil passions
obscuring and distracting the mind. For such liberation to be possible, these limitations and their
causes must not be of the soul’s nature, since what is natural is, by definition, integral,
inextricable, and permanent. Thus, the soul must be described as both naturally capable of
abstract thought and naturally impassible, even though it will be completely so only
eschatologically in the New Life.
If the soul is naturally impassible, what is, then, the origin or “cause” (ʿelto) of passions?
The present chapter answers this question by examining the role of the body in causing passions.
Examining the bodily origin of the passions is important because it anticipates John’s views on
virtue cultivation and moral growth. If passions are connected to the mortal and perishable body,
then passions must be removed, since growing morally, for John, is turning away from the body
and towards the soul, as chapter seven will show. As mentioned in the previous chapter, John’s
psychology is guided by his eschatology. Therefore, moral growth also aims to prepare the
individual for the eschatological New Life by transforming her, as much as possible, in the
image of her future existence, that is, free of the limiting influence of the material body,
including the passions.
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This chapter will, then, argue that, for John, the passions have a bodily etiology, but they
also affect the soul associated with the body. It will, first, look at John’s arguments for
identifying the body as the cause of passions. Second, it will re-visit the question of the relation
between bodily passions and the soul to which the previous chapter alluded. Lastly, it will lay out
the process by which bodily passions affect the soul.
I. The Body as the Cause of Passions
John’s approach to passions is primarily etiological. His treatment of passions in the
Dialogues is chiefly concerned with identifying the etiology or cause of the passions. This
follows the medical model, according to which a disease can be cured by identifying and
eliminating its cause. That John favors medicine as diagnostic and therapeutic model for
studying the passions will be highlighted in the next chapter. For now, the focus will be on
John’s arguments for identifying the body as the cause of the passions. To understand John’s
arguments fully, it is instructive, first, to draw their philosophical background. In this
background, two works stand out, in particular: the Phaedo and the Enneads.
To be sure, the claim here is not that John was familiar with, or aware of, the Phaedo or
of the Enneads. As explained in the general introduction, John does not name his sources. If
John’s ideas about the body and the passions do not derive directly from the Phaedo or of the
Enneads, they could have been transmitted to the Solitary through the manuals of popular
philosophy which were written in Syriac or through some Christian works influenced by Plato
and Neoplatonism. However, I contend that examining ideas similar to John’s in previous
philosophical works which use similar phrases and concepts helps to explain John’s own ideas
and fill some of the gaps in his thinking.
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A. Body and Passions in the Phaedo and the Enneads
1.The “Irrational” Body in the Phaedo
In the Phaedo Plato does not attribute irrational choices and behaviors to the soul, which
is simple and rational, but to the body. Thus, before Plato’s psychology explicitly professed a
tripartite division of the soul, as in The Republic and Timaeus, it was the body that symbolized
the “irrational” dimension of the person, while the soul was seen as completely rational. For
Guthrie, assigning complete rationality to the soul in the Phaedo is the product of “the twin
currents of intellectualism and Puritanism [which] still flowed so strongly in Plato [...].” 1 This
means that, since (1) human behavior is at times irrational and counterproductive, and (2) the
soul is of a spiritual, rational, and intellectual nature, then “irrationality” can only come from the
body.
How does the body cause irrationality? In short, by hindering the soul’s rationality. In the
Phaedo the body is presented as “an obstacle when one associates with it in the search for
knowledge.” 2 In other words, the body is an epistemological obstacle for the embodied soul.
Plato gives two justifications for this position: first, sense-organs trouble the soul’s search for
knowledge. Socrates argues that the senses are unclear and imprecise and, as a result, humans do
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not see or hear accurately. 3 The senses are not reliable sources of information, and, consequently,
they impede the acquisition of true knowledge. 4 This is the first cause of irrationality.
But it is not only the body’s sense-organs that hinder the soul’s search for truth. There is
a second justification for considering the body an obstacle to knowledge: the body’s needs and
wants which “confuse the soul.” Plato writes that
as long as we have a body and our soul is fused with such an evil we shall never
adequately attain what we desire, which we affirm to be the truth. The body keeps us
busy in a thousand ways because of its need for nurture. Moreover, if certain diseases
befall it, they impede our search for the truth. It fills us with wants, desires, fears, all sorts
of illusions and much nonsense, so that, as it is said, in truth and in fact no thought of any
kind ever comes to us from the body. 5
Plato portrays the body’s “need for nurture” and diseases as impediments to humanity’s end,
namely, the acquisition of true knowledge and wisdom. The person is frequently distracted by,
and occupied with, caring for the body’s needs and healing its diseases. This keeps her from
dedicating her time and energy to philosophy. This explains why, throughout the Phaedo, the
philosopher is urged to disdain bodily pleasures and to tend to them only as much as physical
survival requires it.
Nussbaum views this attack on bodily needs and pleasures as part of the “philosophical
asceticism” which permeates the Phaedo. She distinguishes four reasons for this asceticism:
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1. Satisfying bodily needs is time-consuming: “The less time we spend on them, the more time is
free to be spent in intrinsically valuable pursuits.” 6
2. Bodily pursuits render the intellectual pursuit “less continuous, less powerful, less regularly
able to attain to truth.” 7
3. Bodily feelings (such as hunger or thirst) do not accurately reflect bodily needs, leading the
person to indulge the body beyond what it really needs for sustenance. 8
4. “[T]he appetites, whenever we attend to them at all, provide us with a constant very strong
incentive to make false judgments about value and worth.” 9 For instance, the appetites corrupt
reason into valuing bodily pleasures more than contemplation.
Bodily needs and pleasures are, for all these reasons, inimical to the soul’s search for
knowledge. Plato does not develop in the Phaedo a sophisticated account of the passions, but,
interestingly, in the passage quoted above, under the heading of the body’s “need for nurture,”
Plato includes emotional states (desires and fears) which may be interpreted as passions or, at
least, precursors to passions. 10 Regardless of whether Plato technically identifies these desires
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and fears as passions, it remains true that they are experienced by the body and that they obstruct
knowledge. As will be shown later, echoes of this idea will be found in John’s Dialogues.
The Phaedo professes, then, a strict body-soul dichotomy. One of the advantages of such
dichotomy is its efficiency, which, in this case, means that it neatly casts the body as the culprit
for irrationality and passibility and exonerates the soul. This helps in laying the grounds for an
elegant and simple solution for the problem of knowledge. On the one hand, it is the soul, and
not the body, which is capable of abstract knowledge, and, on the other hand, empirical
observation shows that bodily needs, pleasures, and pains hinder philosophical activity.
Consequently, to acquire knowledge, one must cultivate the life of the soul and minimize as
much as possible the body’s deleterious influence.
One achieve this goal, according to Socrates, when the soul of the philosopher “most
disdains the body, flees from it and seeks to be by itself” as much as possible. 11 Hadot interprets
the separation from the body to which Socrates calls as, inter alia, a separation from passions.
He writes that “the goal of this philosophical separation is for the soul to liberate itself, shedding
the passions linked to the corporeal senses, so as to attain to the autonomy of thought.” 12 Eternal,
unimpeded knowledge is only possible, then, if all obstacles to it, including passions, are
removable, in principle, and removed, in praxis. Casting passions on the side of the body—
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which, for Plato, humans leave behind in death—satisfies this condition. When the person dies,
the soul is completely free from the body and its passions.
John’s thought converges with the Phaedo on two points. First, for John, full and
unimpeded knowledge of God and his Mysteries is an eschatological aim and humanity’s
ultimate end, as established in the previous chapter. It is plausible, then, in order to preserve this
posthumous freedom for knowledge of God, that John may have followed the Phaedo’s model,
which predicates full knowledge on the soul’s impassibility and, its corollary, the body’s
passibility.13 Second, as will become clearer in this chapter, John, like Plato, links the genesis of
the passions to the body’s needs and desires and views these passions as distractions from the
pursuit of knowledge.
2.The Body’s Passibility and Ontological Inferiority in the Enneads
Another text which anticipates the Dialogues is Plotinus’ Enneads, which, in turn, was
also influenced by Platonic thought. In fact, the possibility of full knowledge afforded by the
soul’s simplicity and complete rationality, as proposed by the Phaedo, is one of the likely
reasons Plotinus was drawn to Plato’s early, dichotomous anthropology, and not to the later,
tripartite psychology. For Plotinus, the primary activity of the (higher) soul, which is
contemplating the truth through reason, is exercised in the intelligible world, which is separate

13

An important difference, however, is that, for Plato, the soul leaves the corruptible body behind when it
separates from it at death. This freedom from the material body is what allows the soul’s eternal knowledge. For
John, on the other hand, the body inherits eternity along with the soul. As shown in the previous chapter, in the
eschaton the body receives the properties and mode of thinking of the soul and, therefore, no longer distracts or
darkens the mind. However, despite envisioning different destinies for the body, Plato and John both aim at securing
the soul’s knowledge.

149
from, and superior to, the sensible world. By contrast, the body is besieged with needs and
desires, pains and pleasures.
As in the Phaedo, a body-soul dichotomy is used to serve an important goal of Plotinian
anthropology, namely, to shield the soul’s higher, rational activity from bodily concerns,
distractions, or irrational forces. 14 Yet, a dichotomy which attributes the origin of passions to the
body and complete rationality to the soul does not alone justify the belief in the soul’s natural
impassibility. In other words, even if the passions originate in, or are caused by, the body, what
keeps them from affecting the soul? One answer to this objection is also found in Plotinus and is
another purpose that the soul’s impassibility serves in his psychology. The first purpose of
impassibility, as the previous chapter has argued, is to preserve the soul’s immortality by
denying its mutability. For Plotinus, passions are affects, in the sense that they change what or
who suffers them. A passible soul is, then, mutable, and, what is mutable is mortal.
Consequently, an immortal soul must be impassible.
The second purpose of impassibility is to preserve the soul’s ontological superiority over
the body. This is because Plotinus understands causation to be vertical and unidirectional.
Simply put, an ontologically superior nature can affect, or cause change in, an inferior nature, but
never the other way around. In the hierarchy of natures, causation travels only downwardly, and
an inferior nature cannot cause change or motion in a superior, nobler nature. Applied to
passibility, this means that if bodily passions are said to affect the soul, this would be an instance
of bottom-to-top causation, and the body would have to be considered ontologically superior to
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the soul. This would go against Plotinus’ belief in the superiority of the soul to the body. 15
Impassibility is, then, a psychological attribute which preserves, and results from, the ontological
superiority of the soul. Because the soul is superior to the body, all passions which may arise in
the body are ontologically barred from affecting the soul.
One of the signs of Plotinian influence on John is the presence of this principle of upward
and unidirectional causation in John’s Sixth Dialogue with Thomasios. John opines that
[i]f the sight of our inner person is knowledge, how much more excellent is the sight of a
spiritual nature: the same [could be said of] its knowledge. If it is established, then, that
the sight of a spiritual nature is its knowledge, it is true, then, that if [spiritual natures] are
not equal in knowledge, they cannot see one another. Therefore, we do not see angels
because we do not know what they are, and demons do not know angels because they do
not know their grandeur. […] Even among humans, who have the same corporeal and
psychic nature, the one with a superior mind is not seen by the one with lesser
knowledge. […] The one with superior knowledge, however, sees all those who are
beneath him. 16
There are three points in this passage: first, John equates the “sight of our inner person,”
or spiritual sight, with knowledge: to know is to have “in-sight,” so to speak. Second, he
establishes a correlation between a being’s level of knowledge, on the one hand, and its rank in
the ontological hierarchy, on the other: the higher the being’s level of knowledge, the higher its
rank. Vice versa, beings of lower ranks have lower knowledge. An angel’s knowledge and
spiritual nature, for instance, are superior to human nature and knowledge. By contrast, a
demon’s knowledge and nature are lower than those of an angel. Third, John postulates a
connection between a being’s ontological rank and its ability to “see” other beings: a being can
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only “see” other beings of an equal or lower rank but not a being of a superior rank. Hence,
humans cannot see angels (unless angles take on a visible form, as in apparitions), but angels can
see humans.
So far, John has articulated a principle of vertical and unidirectional “sight,” but not of
causation. A few lines later, in discussing demonic influence on the soul, John adds yet another
connection, this time between the ability to “see” a being and having power over it. He believes
that to see a being gives one the ability to affect it. For example, in John’s ontological hierarchy,
a demon is superior to the human body but inferior to the human soul. Its influence can only be
exercised on the body, which it can see, but not on the soul, which is invisible to it. He writes
that “a demon cannot see or touch the soul, but only the organs in which hides the soul’s power
[…] And since he cannot see [the soul], he has no rule (šulṭono) over it, because his rule stops at
the body.” 17 In other words, like spiritual sight, causation between natures is upward.
As seen earlier, Plotinus uses this causation principle to justify and explain how bodily
passions do not affect the impassible soul. Whether Plotinus’ influence on John is direct or
indirect, that is, via third-party sources, this principle is embraced by both authors. Even though
John does not explicitly apply this principle to his psychology of the passions to shield the nature
of the soul from bodily affects, as Plotinus does, it is evident that this principle fits his
hierarchical ontology and could bolster his claims of the soul’s natural immunity to bodily
passions. Perhaps one of the reasons that John does not do so is that his understanding of the
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soul’s natural impassibility is different from that of Plotinus. This will be discussed in the second
section of this chapter.
In sum, from the philosophical background of the question of the soul’s natural
impassibility and the bodily origins of passions two key sources emerge: the Phaedo and the
Enneads. In the former, the body is described as the source of irrationality and an impediment to
knowledge, and, in the latter, the passible body is kept from affecting the ontologically superior
soul. It is important now to examine John’s own arguments for assigning passions to the body
alone. These arguments are scattered throughout the Dialogues, and, rather than with philosophy,
John supports his claims primarily with biblical citations.
B. Body and Passions in the Dialogues
1.Passions as the Scriptural “Fruits of the Flesh”
The only authority that John identifies as the source of his claims is Scripture. This does
not preclude the influence of non-biblical sources, such as Christian or pagan woks, but it
indicates that John chooses to present his teachings as fundamentally biblical. In fact, John does
not engage in elaborate exegesis of the biblical passages he quotes in order to derive ascetical
teachings from it, but, rather, he interprets these verses in a manner that fits his teachings. A
good illustration of John’s use of Scripture to support his teachings is his identifying the passions
with the Paulician phrase, “fruits of the flesh,” in Galatians 5:19-21 to support his belief in the
bodily origin of (evil) passions. John writes that Paul “did not establish these passions on the
basis of the nature of the soul but of the body, for he says in the letter to the Galatians: ‘The
fruits of the flesh (besro) are: fornication, impurity, lasciviousness, sorcery, enmity, strife,
jealousy, anger, contentiousness, dissensions, schisms, envy, murder, drunkenness, reveling, and
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all the like things’” (46). John seems here to equate his concept of “body” (pagro) with Paul’s
concept of “flesh” (besro). He also interprets Paul’s phrase “fruits of the flesh” to means the evil
passions caused by the body. Yet, this is not a literal interpretation of the Pauline verse, which is
not surprising or uncommon. But a non-literal interpretation allows John the freedom to read his
own ideas into the biblical verse being interpreted.
Indeed, most scholars believe that Paul does not equate the “flesh” with the body, as the
Solitary does. Peter Brown, for example, says that, by “flesh,” Paul means the power that pits
humanity against God using “the body’s physical frailty, its liability to death and the undeniable
penchant of its instincts toward sin.” 18 Larger than the physical body, the concept of “flesh” is
anchored, nonetheless, in some attributes of the body, specifically, its weakness and
susceptibility to temptation. Moreover, the concept of “flesh” adds to bodily condition the
connotation of being in a “state of helplessness, even of rebellion against God.” 19 Brown thinks,
then, that the Paulinian concept of flesh represents, more than the material body, human
weakness, helplessness, inclination to sin and rebellion against God. Yet, the symbolism of the
concept of flesh is not disconnected from the material body, but it draws its meaning from the
body’s materiality and its attributes.
It is not clear, at this stage, to what degree John’s concept of body overlaps with Paul’s
concept of flesh, and what aspects of the bodily condition contribute to generating passions. This
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will be examined later. Suffice it, for now, to point out that John believes that he has found a
biblical mooring for tracing the origin of passions to the body alone. This is because Paul calls
these passions “fruits of the flesh” and does not speak of analogous vices or passions as “fruits of
the soul.” Evil passions must, therefore, come from the body, and not from the soul.
Similarly, equating passions with the “fruits of the flesh” in Galatians, which are vices
(fornication, impurity, lasciviousness, etc.), betrays a non-literal interpretation of Galatians 5:19
which aims to specify the nature of the passions against which John is defending the soul. The
passions John has chiefly in mind in this discussion are vicious or sinful, and not passions in the
generic sense of human emotion. Consequently, it is not impassibility, understood as absence of
all emotion (apatheia), that John wants to attribute to the nature of the soul but the absence of
sinful or vicious passions.
2.Discernment, Love, and Anger in the Body
It is not only evil passions which John attributes to the body. Even discernment, desire,
and anger are bodily passions for him. As the previous chapter showed, John’s answer to the
Platonic tripartite psychology (that the soul is “stirred up” by discernment, anger and love, as
John puts it) is that, in fact, the body (of humans and animals) is stirred up by these passions
without the soul’s intervention. It is, indeed, below the soul’s dignity to experience the same
passions as the body, which animals, as well as humans, have. So how does John explain the
genesis of these “passions” in the body? He writes that
first is the love of life of [the body’s] nature (roḥmat ḥaye dakyoneh). The other two
[passions] are born (metyaldin) from this passion of which I spoke. Now because the
nature of the body is captive (ʾasir) of its love of life, it inflicts anger (ḥemto) on
whatever is against (soqublo) its life and discerns (poreš) whatever supports (mʿadar) its
passion of the love of life in order to honor [it]. (26-27)
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This is, then, how John purports to explain how the body generates these three passions:
he postulates a sort of primary passion of “love of life,” which is likely a sort of instinctive drive
of the body to preserve itself. This passion stands in for the Platonic passion of epithumia, as
exhibited by John’s use of the Syriac root reḥmto (desire) to designate this passion of “desire”
for life (roḥmat ḥaye). This passion is primary inasmuch as it generates two other passions,
depending on the situation: the passion of anger is born in reaction to a threat to the body’s life,
and a “discerning honor” is experienced towards whatever protects or promotes the body’s life.
This, for John, accounts for all three Platonic passions and explains their origin in the life of the
body.
John’s concept of “love of life” bears close resemblance to the ancient notion of
oikeiosis, which most scholars agree is of Stoic origin, even though variations on it are found in
Peripatetic and Middle Platonic writings. 20 No English term covers the breadth of meaning of the
Greek oikeiosis, but Klein translates it as “appropriation,” based on the fact that the adjective
oikeion describes an object or a person which “belongs to one either by kinship, as in the case of
family, or by possession, as in the case of property.” 21 The term “appropriation” emphasizes,
then, the fitness between two objects. In the same vein, Wolf translates oikeiosis as
“familiarization” and understands it as “finding something congenial and regarding it as one’s
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own.” 22 Simply put, oikeiosis is the ability to evaluate the connaturality between one’s nature
and an object or a person, as well as the latter’s contribution, or lack thereof, to one’s well-being.
Such evaluation would not be possible without some understanding of one’s nature, since it
involves comparing one’s nature with another’s.
Stoic formulations of oikeiosis appear, inter alia, in the works of Hierocles, Diogenes
Laertius, and Cicero. The nuances between these formulations are beyond the scope of this
dissertation and irrelevant to John’s purposes. Therefore, examining only one of these
formulations is enough to show the general similarity between the Stoic oikeiosis and John’s
“love of life.” 23 For instance, in De officiis (I, 11), Cicero writes:
From the beginning nature has assigned to every type of creature the tendency to preserve
itself, its life and body, and to reject anything that seems likely to harm them, seeking and
procuring everything necessary for life, such as nourishment, shelter and so on. Common
also to all animals is the impulse to unite for the purpose of procreation, and a certain
care for those that are born. The great difference between man and beast, however, is this:
the latter adapts itself only in responding to the senses, and only to something that is
present and at hand, scarcely aware of the past or future. Man, however, is a sharer in
reason; this enables him to perceive consequences, to comprehend the causes of things,
their precursors and their antecedents, so to speak; to compare similarities and to link and
combine future with present events; and by seeing with ease the whole course of life to
prepare whatever is necessary for living it. 24
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This passage is divided into two sections: the first describes oikeiosis, and the second compares
its exercise in animals and humans. In the first section, Cicero presents oikeiosis as a
“tendency”—or, as Striker puts it, “an instinct for self-preservation”—given naturally to all
creatures, rational and non-rational alike. 25 This instinct seeks to protect the life of the body by
seeking what is congenial to it and avoiding what harms it. Furthermore, self-preservation is, in a
sense, an expression of self-care, and it extends to one’s young. It moves one to protect, not only
one’s life, but also the life of one’s offspring.
The second section compares the animal oikeiosis, which is based on the animals’
perceptive and proprioceptive capacities, to human oikeiosis, which is based on rational,
conceptually structured perception and cognition. 26 Such perceptive capacities play a crucial role
because, without a basic sense of self and the environment, an animal (or a baby) would not be
able to recognize what is “congenial” and what is harmful. In other words, some self-awareness
in animals must precede self-love. These perceptive capacities also help the animal to direct its
behavior towards an end, in this case, self-preservation. If animals are instinctively driven to
preserve their life and that of their young, then their actions will be geared towards that end.
Humans share the same oikeiosis with animals. However, unlike animals, humans exercise it
using reason. Their self-understanding and choices are achieved through propositional thought,
foresight, and accumulated experience.
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Gisela Striker, ed., Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics (Cambridge [England]; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 225.
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Klein, “The Stoic Argument from Oikeioōsis,” 48.
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The similarities between the Stoic oikeiosis and John’s roḥmat ḥaye (love of life) are
many: (1) both concepts indicate an instinct of self-preservation which seeks what benefits one’s
life and avoids what harms it; (2) both include the protection of one’s offspring; (3) both are a
power attributed to animals as well as to humans; and (4) both are connected to the ability to
recognize the salience of an object to one’s well-being (what John calls “discernment”).
Some differences exist, however, between the two concepts. John’s roḥmat ḥaye is not
explicitly based on an understanding of one’s nature, nor is its exercise by humans clearly
distinguished from that by animals. For instance, unlike the Stoics, John does not clearly base
this instinct on perception and self-perception in animals, as distinguished from human reason.
He simply says that both humans and animals exercise discernment (27, 43).
But perhaps the most significant difference between the two concepts is their respective
function in ethics. For the Stoics, oikeiosis is ethically significant because it highlights the
instinctive teleological orientation of creatures towards the good: all creatures are endowed with
this capacity to recognize and pursue the good. This shapes their choices and actions, and, hence,
their morality. The “good” may be defined in many ways, starting with its most basic expression,
namely, self-preservation. However, as humans mature, they realize that the ultimate good worth
pursuing for itself is not biological life, but virtue, and the latter becomes the telos of oikeiosis.
“Following nature,” or exercising oikeiosis, becomes the way to eudaimonia. 27 This is its
function in Stoic ethics.
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To be sure, this is an oversimplification of the ethical function of oikeiosis. Scholars debate, for instance,
the exact connection between the self-regarding nature of self-preservation and the other-regarding aspect of Stoic
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The notion of oikeiosis seeped into Christian theology where it was shaped by the minds
of Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. For these Christian Platonists, oikeiosis is understood as “reappropriating what is one’s own” and describes God’s salvific action towards his people. Within
the framework of the apokatastasis, oikeiosis refers to God’s restoring all by re-appropriating
all. 28 For John, however, roḥmat ḥaye has no obvious eudaimonic or soteriological function, as
oikeiosis has for the Stoics and Christian Platonists respectively. As he does elsewhere, John is
here repurposing an existing philosophical concept to fit his ascetic and theological purposes.
John uses roḥmat ḥaye, the rough equivalent of oikeiosis, to argue for a bodily etiology of
passions. He achieves this (1) by interpreting oikeiosis and its related behaviors as passions and
(2) by mapping out these passions onto Plato’s tripartite psychology. By rendering oikeiosis in
Syriac as a “love of life,” John can equate “love” with Plato’s epithumia; the animals’ care for,
and, when necessary, “angry” protection of, their young with thumos; and the animals’
perceptive powers, which enable them to recognize the salience of objects to their well-being,
with reason, or what John calls “discernment.” If animals experience these passions, the
argument goes, then passions are the domain of the body, because animals have no soul.
It is important here to examine the function of the argument about animal passions in
John’s psychology. First, the argument succeeds at protecting the soul’s natural impassibility.
Centered on the body’s biological life, these passions do not concern or involve the soul, whose

virtue, and the validity of basing human flourishing on animal psychology. There is also a question of what the
ultimate good is: virtue, apatheia, perfect rationality, etc. See Striker, Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and
Ethics, 221–97.
28

See Ilaria Ramelli, “The Stoic Doctrine of Oikeiosis and Its Transformation in Christian Platonism,”
Apeiron 47, no. 1 (January 2014).

160
relative autonomy and independence from the body John emphasizes frequently. This helps John
not only to attribute these passions to the body, but also to clear the soul from any involvement
in their genesis. If the soul is to be naturally impassible, it cannot be involved in generating the
passions.
Nevertheless, the level of agency attributed to the body in the argument about animal
passions is striking: the body is said to love life, get angry, discern, and honor. John does not
explain what allows the body to perform these psychologically and cognitively complex
operations without involving the soul or reason. He says elsewhere that the body “feels (ḥoʾeš)
the pleasures which are in it and the afflictions which are from it” (29). So, the body has the
power to feel pleasure and pain, seemingly without requiring a rational soul to receive, interpret,
and evaluate painful or pleasurable feelings. But even here, John does not explain the source or
process of such bodily perceptive and sensitive powers.
This lack of clarity would be problematic if one were to evaluate John’s argument
independently from the purpose the argument serves. However, focusing on the argument, rather
than on its purpose, would be a methodological error. For John, as is in the case of animal
passions, the theological claim about the bodily origin of passions and, the other side of that
coin, the soul’s natural impassibility, are more important than the argument itself.
3.The Problem of Demonic Passions
An objection to John’s argument is pointed out by Eusebius. John had been arguing that
passions are of the nature of the body, when Eusebius raises a sensible objection: Unlike
humans, demons are not “clothed with a body” and are free from bodily needs; yet, like humans,
they are moved by evil passions such as envy, wickedness, and love of authority (44-45). This
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challenges John’s position because it signals the possibility of experiencing bodiless passions
and, therefore, raises questions about the bodily etiology of the passions.
John does not elaborate here on the “nature of demons,” claiming that this is a “another
subject” for another conversation. 29 Instead of directly addressing the question of demonic
passions, he replies that no demon “seeks virtue (šapiroto)” or “praises good things (mqales
lṭoboto) as human beings do” (45). This cryptic thought is explicated in the next passage where
John asserts that, for him, “praising good things” is a sign of the “virtuous power (ḥayloh šapiro)
of the soul” and the “goodness of human nature” (45). Simply put, a being of virtuous nature is
recognized by the fact that she praises virtue; conversely, an evil nature does not praise virtue.
Humans, who have a naturally virtuous soul, praise and seek virtue. By contrast, demons, who
never praise virtue, must have an evil nature, and their will “is united in evil” (45). Human and
demonic natures are, then, essentially different: the former is essentially virtuous, and the latter
essentially evil. Therefore, a comparison between the causes of their respective passions is
invalid. John’s reply to Eusebius, then, is that evil passions are foreign to the nature of the human
soul, but inherent to the nature of demons, despite the latter’s bodilessness. 30
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One of John’s lost works, according to Strothmann, is On the Nature of Demons. See Johannes von
Apamea, introduction to Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 56.
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This is indeed how Eusebius interprets John’s reply. He concedes that “the nature of devils is not
accepted as a example concerning souls, because it is not the body which makes them be stirred by these passions,
but they are inclined to them by their nature” (96). Eusebius raises another objection, however, from the opposite
end of the hierarchy of creation. He argues that, in Scripture, angels are said to experience passions, as in the case of
the Angel Gabriel who was stirred up by anger and zeal when visiting Zachariah, the priest. This argument is strong
because, not only does it present an example of bodiless, spiritual creatures who are said to be moved by passions,
but unlike demons who are of evil nature, angels, like humans, are of a good nature. To this objection John replies
that the Bible relates episodes of angelic apparitions, which supposes the manifestation in visible form of angels
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To recapitulate, it has been shown so far that, like the Phaedo and the Enneads, the
Dialogues view the body as the cause of the passions. This position is also supported by Paul’s
identification of vices as “fruits of the flesh” in the letter to the Galatians. John asserts his views
against a popular tripartite psychology of Platonic flavor by explaining how love, discernment,
and anger can have a bodily origin by anchoring, more or less felicitously, anger and
discernment in a primary passion he calls the “love of life.” The bodily origin of passions does
not, however, answer all the questions about the relationship between passions and soul. This
relationship will be examined next.
II. Impassibility of the Soul Revisited
Does professing the soul’s natural impassibility and identifying the body as the cause of
passions mean that the soul is completely unaffected by the passions? John does not believe so.
He acknowledges that the passions can, indeed, affect the soul, but not in a way to alter its nature
or essence. I will refer to this state in this dissertation as “acquired passibility”—a term that John
does not use—to distinguish it from “natural impassibility” and to indicate the “un-natural”
aspect of the passibility of the soul.
When, at the end of the First Dialogue, John speaks about the bodily origin of the
passions, he acknowledges that, although “higher than evil deeds and foul thoughts,” the soul is
indeed stirred up (metziʿ) by passions because of the body (14). This terse statement is

who, by nature, are spiritual and invisible. When visiting Zachariah, for example, Angel Gabriel was not in his
“natural” mode of being but was anthropomorphized to enable Zachariah to perceive him through human senseorgans. Consequently, the Angel’s zeal and anger are not of his nature, just as his apparent bodily form and audible
voice are not of his nature. The anger and zeal he exhibited were “passions of our [nature] and not of his” (98). Thus
John was able to explain Scriptural accounts of angelic passions without compromising his initial position that
passions are not of the nature of the human soul.
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significant because (1) it concedes that the soul is affected (“stirred up”) by the passions; (2) it
specifically identifies evil passions (“evil deeds and foul thoughts”), and not all passions, as
inconsistent with the soul’s virtuous nature; (3) it maintains as compatible both the soul’s natural
virtue and the impact of the passions on it; and (4) it casts the body as “cause” of this affectation.
In other words, John’s understanding of the soul’s natural impassibility does not mean that the
soul is not disturbed or moved by passions, but that this acquired passibility in no way changes
the nature of the soul.
This section will, first, examine the possible motivation behind John’s admission of the
soul’ acquired passibility, despite his insistence on natural impassibility, and the cause of this
acquired passibility, namely, the body-soul association. Second, it will consider John’s analogy
of the passions as scars and wounds on the soul as an illustration of the extrinsicality of acquired
passibility. Last, it will examine other analogies John uses to describe acquired passibility as a
change in the soul’s “appearance.”
A. Bodily Passions Stir up the Soul
1.Natural Impassibility as Untenable
John offers several analogies, explored in the next section, to explain the exact nature of
the change which the passions cause in the soul. But it is instructive, first, to explain the reasons
which have possibly led John to integrate the soul’s acquired passibility into his psychology. It is
helpful to remember here that the soul’s natural goodness and impassibility serve primarily a
moral function, meaning that they make possible an ascetic therapy of the passions: “If the soul
were not pure by nature,” John writes in his First Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius, “it would
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not, then, be able to vanquish the passions of the body.” 31 The virtue of the soul’s nature and its
corollary, natural impassibility, are, then, the bedrock of John’s ascetic therapy. One must,
therefore, ask: if natural impassibility holds such a significant place in his thought, why would
John admit that the soul can be affected by the passions?
John does not spell out his reasons, but one reason might be that the alternative position
(that the embodied soul is completely immune to passions) is untenable, and this is so for two
reasons. First, the belief in the “passions of the soul” is widespread in the Greek culture and
philosophy in which John was immersed in Apamea. Echoes of this belief are found in the
Dialogues. The expression “passions of the soul” appears half-way through the First Dialogue
where Eusebius requests that John teach him and his companion about “the passions of the soul
and their causes” (15). John obliges, without objecting to Eusebius’ use of the expression
“passions to the soul.” He begins his lesson with the passion of compunction of the soul (twot
napšo), thereby implicitly acknowledging some connection between the passions and the soul. 32
Similarly, in the Second Dialogue Eusebius asks if passions are “naturally of the body or
of the soul” (42). He supplements his question with the claim that some “wise people” attribute
some passions to the body and other passions to the soul. The passions commonly attributed to
the body, Eusebius adds, are sleep, hunger, thirst, sexual desire, and luxury. 33 Attributed to the
31

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 67.
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John himself, not his interlocutors, uses the expression “passions of the soul” three times in the Fourth
Dialogue. See Johannes von Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele, 74–76.

The Syriac term for this passion, translated here as luxury, is ʾosuṭuto and is a Greek loanword (ἀσωτία).
Depending on the context, this term means luxury, profligacy, gluttony, or a dissolute life. In all these cases, it
33
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soul are anger, jealousy, discernment, envy, love of authority, haughtiness, boastfulness, and
desire. 34 In his reply John ratifies the list of passions in both categories, but he stipulates that,
while the passions attributed to the body are of the body’s nature, the putative passions of the
soul are not so “naturally” (kyonoʾit). 35 John objects, then, not to individual passions, their
classification, or even their association with the soul, but only to the underlying false assumption
that these passions are of the nature of the soul. With this last caveat in mind, John does not
hesitate to use the expression “passions of the soul.”
Second, if the passions are totally confined to the body and hermetically sealed away
from the soul, how can the soul have any impact on them? How can the rational soul control or
moderate non-cognitive, bodily phenomena to which it has no access? This would make any
cognitive therapy of the passions difficult to conceive and leave the ascetic only with behavioral
practices, such as fasting and vigils, as therapeutic tools. I argue here that this list of
complications makes total soul impassibility untenable and explains why John, fierce advocate of
the soul’s natural impassibility, must concede that the soul is stirred up by the passions without
its virtuous nature suffering alteration.

denotes excess and intemperance. It is used four times in the Dialogues (8, 43, 82, 91) where it is twice associated
with greed (yaʿnuto), which implies luxury or profligacy by association, and once with drunkenness (rawyuto),
which implies gluttony. It is mentioned once in the Letter to Theodolus (Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von
Johannes dem Einsiedler, 5) along with both greed and drunkenness, and it can be then translated as either
profligacy or gluttony. Hansbury’s translation of ʾosuṭuto as “temperance” is most likely a typographical error, and
what she intended to write is “intemperance” (John the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, 43).
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2.Acquired Passibility as Participation in the Body’s Passions
What allows the soul to be stirred up by the passions arising from the body? In the First
Dialogue John explains that the passions can stir up the soul “because of the body,” and, more
specifically, because of the soul’s association or partnership (šawtoputo) with the body (14).
Even though hidden deeply in the body’s inner organs and immune to harm (2, 49), the soul
associated with a body is affected by bodily passions. Association with the body entails an
“association with passions,” which is another way John indicates that the soul has no passions of
its own but is only affected by the passions acquired from its contact with the body, where
passions originate.
In the Second Dialogue John uses the passion of fear to illustrate how the body-soul
association facilitates this affectation:
The fear of the world is caused by the body: these are the fear of nights, fear and terror of
things, and fear of the adversaries. The body is the cause of these fears because it is
enslaved (mšaʿbad) to them. The soul, however, insofar as it is in the body, participates
in (mšawtpo) [the body’s] fear even though fear is not of its nature (dakyonoh) since it is
superior (romo hi) to any injuries, and there is no fear unless our nature were subject to
all sorts of injuries. (82)
John’s argument is that, since the elements of the material world cannot injure the superior
nature of the spiritual and invisible soul, the soul has no reason to fear them. The material body,
on the other hand, is liable to injury and, therefore, is “enslaved” or subject to these fears. Yet,
the soul shares or participates in that fear because it is in, and is associated with, the body.
In that same vein, some passions are caused by the body, but not by the latter’s liability to
injury. These passions arise “because of the things by whose need (sniquto) and desire (reḥmto)
the body is bound” (43). The soul is stirred by these passions, then, only because the body, with
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which it is associated, is bound to needing and desiring things that keep it alive and give it
pleasure. This means that there are two concomitant requirements for passions to stir up the soul:
the body’s need and desire for things and the soul’s association with the body. If the body had no
needs or desires, for instance, or if the soul were to separate from the body, passions would, in
principle, not stir up the soul.
As seen above, desire (reḥmto) is listed among the “passions of the soul,” meaning that
the soul does not desire of its own but participates in the body’s desire. Desire originates in the
body because, for John, need and desire are causally related, meaning that need creates desire:
The body desires food because it needs it to survive and function. As already mentioned, John
attributes a high level of agency to the body, and he seems here to seat and originate desire in the
body. It is unclear, however, if the passion of desire in question is the same as the primary
passion of desire or love of life (roḥmat ḥaye). It is possible that John invoked the latter only in
the context of refuting Plato’s tripartite psychology, which he does not adopt, but has abandoned
in other discussions. It is also possible that this bodily desire is one expression of the primary
love of life.
John’s supportive argument for a bodily etiology of the passions is that worldly
attractions and objects of desire—such as riches, authority, art, beauty, and good reputation—
fulfill only the body’s needs, because the immaterial soul has no need for them (43). Curiously, it
is not only material objects, such as food or money, that John views as serving the body’s needs,
but even immaterial things, such as authority and good reputation. This does not seem to surprise
Eusebius who replies that “the soul has no need for wealth, bodily beauty, or authority. Indeed,
what would benefit the soul to have authority over people? For authority is seen in the body”
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(43). The distinction here is not qualitative but, rather, teleological. This means that the reason
John attributes these passions to the material body is not the materiality of the desired objects,
but the end that the desired objects serve, namely satisfying bodily needs. In sum, passions are of
bodily origin because they cater to the body.
John does not explain how immaterial objects, such as authority and good reputation,
satisfy bodily needs. He simply states that the soul has no need for them and does not benefit
from them. One possible explanation is that, in John’s theological anthropology, the terms body
and soul have both ontological and moral connotations. Sometimes they refer to two natures
(components of the human person), but, other times, they represent two moral orientations: the
first, an earthly and worldly orientation, the second, other-worldly. This would explain how
immaterial objects can be said to be desired by “the body” and to serve “bodily needs”: it is
because these objects only have a temporal and finite value and are desired by people whose
hopes and aspirations are confined to this world. This moral connotation of the body dovetails
with John’s understanding of the Pauline concept of the “fruits of the flesh”: As discussed
earlier, John equates the “fruits of the flesh” with evil passions and grounds in this concept the
attribution of the passions solely to the body. Simply put, the “flesh” is the body (pagro), and the
“fruits of the flesh” are the evil passions which originate in the body.
This double connotation of the body, the ontological and the moral, raises an important
question: when John attributes the cause of the passions to the body, does he attribute them to the
body qua nature distinct from the soul, or qua sinful moral disposition? In other words, does the
body itself cause vicious passions, or is the body simply a symbol of human sinfulness? Implicit
in this question, however, is a dichotomy between the ontological and moral connotations, as if
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the body’s moral status is detached from its physicality. In fact, for John, the two are connected:
moral symbolism is predicated on ontological attributes. As he clearly asserts, the body’s
physicality and composition make it dependent on the environment for its health and
nourishment, but they also make it a needy body. Need, in turn, generates the primary passion of
desire, and desire generates all the other passions. Since the physical body’s desires fulfill its
earthly needs, these passions ignore the soul’s spiritual needs, at best, and, are inimical to them,
at worst. In the latter case, these passions are vicious. Hence, for John, the body’s moral
symbolism is predicated on its ontological condition, and the bodily origin of the passions John
condemns grounds and explains their vicious nature. 36
B. Passions as Scars and Wounds on the Soul
John is holding two seemingly contradictory positions: (1) the nature of the soul is free of
passions, and (2) the soul is stirred up by the passions caused by the body. The first position
flows from John’s eschatological and ascetical considerations, and the second is supported by
empirical experience of, and widespread beliefs about, passions as psychological events. John
seems to be aware of the difficulty of this dual position and of potential objections to it. He
formulates one of these objections in the form of a question posed by Eusebius. Eusebius objects
specifically to the claim that the passions are of the body’s nature and yet affect the soul. He asks
John: “How can [passions] rule (ešṭalat) the soul, since, as you have said, they are external to its
nature (lbar men kyonoh)? And if they have no affinity (ʾaḥyonuto) with the soul, how can
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something external to the soul’s nature rule it? (44). Undergirding Eusebius’ objection is the
principle that only entities of similar natures (entities which have “affinity” with one another)
can interact and influence one another. The problem, in the case of the passions, is that John is
implying that a material body can, indeed, interact with, and affect, a spiritual, immaterial soul.
In other words, Eusebius’ inquiry concerns the possibility, and mode, of interaction between
matter and spirit, but it also gets to the heart of the issue of “affinity” between the passions and
the soul.
To be convincing, John will have to answer the following question: How can the passions
simultaneously be extrinsic to the soul and of a different nature from it, on the one hand, and, on
the other hand, still be able to affect the soul? In his answer John resorts to the use of analogy
and replies that passions are extrinsic to the soul “just as there are scars (kutmoto) and wounds
(maḥwoto) on the body from a cause (ʿelto) which is extrinsic to it” (44). The Syriac term
kutmoto also means spot, mark, or freckle on the skin. It echoes John’s statement elsewhere that,
when humans turn to evil, “their hiddenness (kasyuthun) gets corrupted with blemishes (mume)”
(29). The “hidden self,” like the “inner person,” refers to the soul, and the term “blemishes,” in
this sentence, symbolizes moral corruption. This is a reminder that the passions John has in mind
are not simply all human emotions, but evil and vicious passions which corrupt the soul. The
moral valence of the passions (as good or evil) will be discussed in the next chapter, but, for
now, these images (scar, wound, blemish) are instructive because they portray and explain the
dual position of the passions simultaneously in and outside the soul.
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1.Precedents of the Scars and Wounds Analogy
Eusebius’ objection and the analogy of “scars and wounds” can be better understood by
appealing to similar discussions and metaphors in Greek philosophical and patristic works, two
of which will be presented here: Plato’s Republic and Nyssen’s De anima et resurrectione. 37 A
principle similar to Eusebius’ principle of affinity (that only similar natures can affect one
another) occurs in a discussion on the soul’s nature in the Republic. The general context of this
discussion is sociological. In the Republic Plato conceives of society, like the soul, as tripartite,
that is, composed of artisans, soldiers, and rulers. Furthermore, he establishes a parallel between
harmony and justice among all parts of society, on the one hand, and harmony and proper
functioning of all three parts of the soul, on the other.
The more immediate context of the discussion of affinity is in Book X, where the
protagonists Socrates and Glaucon turn to the topic of the immortality of the soul and debate
whether the vice of injustice can destroy or kill the soul. Socrates starts by positing that there is a
good and a bad thing for everything: the good is what benefits its object, and the bad what
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discussion of the possibility for a wise man to experience anger in the face of blatant injustice. Seneca writes: “I
grant that [the wise man will] feel a certain slight and delicate stirring. For as Zeno says, in the wise man’s mind too
the scar will remain even when the wound has healed. He will therefore feel some hints and shadows of the
passions, but he will be free of the passions themselves.” Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Robert A. Kaster, and Martha
Craven Nussbaum, “Anger,” in Anger, Mercy, Revenge, The Complete Works of Lucius Annaeus Seneca (Chicago;
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), 28–29. Seneca, then, interprets Zeno to mean that the sage will not
experience the passion of anger, but “a certain slight and delicate stirring,” akin to the Stoic concept of pre-passions
(propatheia). The latter are to passions as scars to wounds: they remain, while passions heal. The image of scars is
used, then, to describe the vestiges in the sage of previous experiences of passions. It expresses primarily the impact
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express the effect of passions, but to position passions outside the soul, as scars are outside the body.
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destroys it. 38 Moreover, to be able to destroy it, the bad thing must be “connatural” (σύμφυτος)
with its object, “like rot for wood, rust for iron or bronze.” 39 In these examples, rot and rust are
able to destroy wood and iron respectively because they are connatural to their respective object.
Conversely, a bad thing that cannot harm an object is, logically, not connatural to it. To repeat
the examples used above, rot cannot destroy iron, nor rust wood.
Socrates subsequently makes the argument that the vice of injustice does not destroy the
soul or harm it to the point of killing it, since tyrants obviously do not die because of their
injustice. 40 Since only what is connatural to an object can harm it, this suggests that injustice
and, by extension, vice, are not connatural with the immortal soul. Stated otherwise, the soul and
vice are of dissimilar natures. This conclusion forms the basis of Socrates’ claim that the soul is
pure and free of vice by nature.
Still, Socrates must acknowledge and explain the existence of vice. He asserts that vice
occurs because the soul is not seen “in its truest nature” in this world. The soul is pure and free
of vice by nature, he maintains, but the soul is not “seen” as such in this life because it is
“maimed by its association (κοινωνίας) with the body.” 41 For Socrates, then, vice is an injury
which harms and disfigures the soul. This injury masks the soul’s “true nature” and makes it
seem or appear “as if” vice were connatural to it. Moreover, it is the soul’s embodiment, or its
association with the body, which causes such disfigurement.
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To illustrate the impact of vice on the soul’s “appearance,” Socrates turns to the myth of
the sea-god Glaucus. In Greek mythology, Glaucus is a fisherman who ate a magical herb and
was transformed into a sea-god and advisor of fishermen. But his appearance was altered as a
result of living in the sea. 42 Socrates asserts that Glaucus’ “primary nature [of a god] can’t easily
be made out by those who catch glimpses of him. […] his whole body has been maimed by the
waves and by the shells, seaweeds, and stones that have attached themselves to him, so that he
looks more like a wild animal than his natural self.” 43 Living in the sea, Glaucus saw his
appearance change because his body was maimed by the waves, and many marine objects
attached themselves to his skin. This disfigurement conceals his divine nature (his “natural self”)
and makes him appear to seafarers as a wild animal. Nevertheless, these objects remain external
to Glaucus’s divine nature and do not alter his nature by altering his appearance. Even though he
may look more like a wild animal, Glaucus is still a god.
For Socrates, Glaucus is a metaphor for the soul. Vice may conceal the soul’s pure nature
and make it appear as if vice were integral to it, yet it remains extrinsic to it and does not alter its
true nature. The metaphor of marine objects on Glaucus’ body serves the same purpose as the
metaphors of blemishes, wounds, and scars in John’s moral psychology: they aim to illustrate the
dual claim of the soul’s natural virtue and impassibility, as well as its susceptibility to the harm
of bodily passions, which remain extrinsic to its nature. This will be dubbed as the “aesthetic
model” in the present study since passions are said to change or damage the soul’s appearance.
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Noteworthy is the close similarity between the Republic (and Platonic thought, in
general) and the Dialogues, thanks to the similar role that the body-soul association plays in both
works, the similarity between Socrates’ claim and John’s principle of the soul’s natural virtue,
and the similarity between Socrates’ principle of connaturality and Eusebius’ principle of
affinity. This is also a testament to the influence of Platonism on early Christianity, in general,
which acted directly through Plato’s own works, and indirectly, through Christian Platonic works
or manuals of popular philosophy.
One indication of the Platonic influence on Christianity is that the image of the
“externally attached objects” in the analogy of the sea-god Glaucus finds echoes in Greek
patristics, and specifically, in Gregory of Nyssa’s moral psychology. In De anima et
resurrectione, Macrina, Nyssen’s teacher and interlocutor, maintains the essential impassibility
of the soul which is made in the image of the impassible God. 44 This is how Macrina explains
her position: She starts by asserting that “the one who says that the soul is ‘the image of God’
affirms that what is alien to God is outside the definition of the soul. So, if some quality is not
recognized as part of the divine nature, we cannot reasonably think that it is part of the nature of
the soul.” 45 Macrina establishes here a parallel between God and his image in humans, which is
the soul. For her, the relationship between an original (in this case, God) and its image (the soul)
requires a similarity in attributes between the two. Expressed negatively, what is alien to the
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original must also be alien to the image. Since God is impassible, Macrina asserts, passions
cannot be part of the definition of the soul nor part of its ousia.
Macrina’s refusal to admit the passions as consubstantial with the soul rests on the
contrast between the essential rationality of the soul and the irrationality of the passions.
Irrational passions cannot logically be an integral part of the soul whose nature is, like God,
impassible. For J. Warren Smith, Macrina’s position presents a pejorative view of the passions as
inimical to the moral life. 46 Nonetheless, this is not the only view advocated in De anima et
resurrectione, where Nyssen’s psychology is presented in dialectical form. Macrina’s pejorative
view of the passions (what Warren Smith calls the “thesis”) is promptly challenged by Nyssen’s
antithesis. The latter proposes that not all passions need be purged from the soul, because God is
said in Scripture to approve of some passions as virtuous (such as the fear of God, or godly
grief), and some holy biblical figures (such as Daniel and Phineas) have been said to experience
passions. Consequently, Scripture shows that complete apatheia is not required of Christians,
and that some passions can be rightly ordered by reason and made virtuous. 47 For Nyssen,
Plato’s metaphor of the Chariot in the Phaedrus (or, rather, Nyssen’s version of it) can be a
model of the rational ordering of passions, and more specifically, of thumos and epithumia. 48
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Macrina is convinced by her brother’s antithesis and adjusts her initial pejorative view of
the passions as irrational forces which must be extirpated. 49 Yet, she maintains, as a vestige of
her initial thesis, that these passions are “an addition to our nature and not our nature itself.” 50
Explaining her position, she concludes that passions “are like warts (μυρμηκίαι) on the thinking
part of the soul and they are considered parts of it because of being joined to it, but they are not
what constitutes the essence of the soul.” 51 By calling the passions warts, Macrina believes to
reconcile the rational, impassible essence of the soul with the irrefutable existence of the
passions, which she localizes “around the soul” (καὶ περὶ τὴν ψυχήν), and not in the soul. For
Warren Smith, this view is the “synthesis” which resolves the dialectic between the conflicting
views of Macrina and Gregory on the passions. 52
Although Nyssen does not mention Plato’s Glaucus, the similarity between the two
authors is clear. Like the seashells attached to Glaucus’ skin, “warts” symbolize the passions
“joined to the soul” but extrinsic to its essence. Examining the Platonic influence on Nyssa’s
thought, Harold Cherniss asserts that “[t]he connection of the two passages is obvious; […]
Gregory here declares himself aware of the fact that Plato understood the soul to be a unity
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encrusted, as it were, with refuse of the earthly life which comes to seem part of it.” 53 For
Cherniss, then, not only is the image of warts of Platonic pedigree, but it also expresses the same
aesthetic model according to which the passions are a part of the soul only in appearance and not
in essence.
Whether Nyssen’s psychology is “essentially Platonic,” as Cherniss believes, 54 or
eclectic, integrating elements of Aristotelian psychology, as Warren Smith argues, 55 the
similarity between the positions of Plato and Nyssen on the relationship between soul and
passions is undeniable. Like Plato and Nyssen, John attempts to reconcile his view of the soul as
substantially rational or virtuous with the soul’s affliction with passions. 56 John’s analogy of the
scars and wounds, like Plato’s encrusted seashells and Nyssen’s warts, offers an aesthetic model
of the relationship between the soul and the passions and illustrates how the passions can
“wound the soul” and, yet, remain extrinsic to its nature.
2.From Ontology to Medicine
John’s solution to Eusebius’ problem is not unassailable, however, and most analogies
have limits. Unconvinced by John’s analogy of scars and wounds, Eusebius objects that (1) scars
are not outside the body, and (2) whatever can wound and scar the body must be something “akin
to [the body’s] nature” (44). Eusebius reiterates here the principle of affinity he had invoked
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earlier, namely, that what hurts or benefits a thing must have affinity with its nature. Applied to
the soul, Eusebius’ retort is that, if passions can wound the soul, then they are not alien to the
soul’s nature or extrinsic to it, as scars are extrinsic to the body. This is where, for him, the
aesthetic model falls short.
To Eusebius’ objection John replies that “even if [the body] were wounded by something
akin to its nature, these scars (šumoto) are external to its health (lbar men ḥlimuteh), and one can
always remove them” (44). John does not answer the question or resolve the issue of the
interaction between dissimilar natures. Instead, he redirects the discussion to the question of the
health of the soul. He concedes Eusebius’ point and asserts that, even if there is a natural affinity
between the body and what scars it, two things remain true: (1) scars and wounds are, by
definition, extrinsic and inimical to the body’s health and well-being; (2) scars and wounds can
(and must) be removed (nbaṭlon lhen) or healed, if the body is to recover its health.
John is saying that, regardless of the nature of the object which caused it, a wound is, by
definition, unhealthy. Bodily integrity is essential to the body’s health, and a wound is a breach
of this integrity. Since health is a desirable state, then wounds must be avoided, and, if they
occur, they must be healed and “removed.” Applied to the soul, John is saying that evil passions
are inimical to the soul’s health, and they can, and must, be removed. This removal of evil
passions is one of the chief goals of asceticism and is achieved through the ascetic therapy.
The terminological register quickly shifts here from ontology to medicine: after debating
with Eusebius the affinity, or lack thereof, between the nature of the soul and the passions, John
shifts his focus to the harmful impact of the passions on the health of the soul. As in the rest of
the Dialogues, John’s teaching here is geared towards the ascetic therapy of passions, and the
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emphasis is placed on the possibility (and the duty) of removing harmful, evil passions from the
soul.
C. Passions as Troubling Stirrings in the Soul
The aesthetic model illustrates the position of the passions vis-à-vis the soul, that is, that
passions are extrinsic to the soul. The “scars-and-wounds” analogy specifies the nature of the
impact of the passions as injurious to the soul’s health. But do extrinsic passions affect the soul
“internally,” or only aesthetically? If passions affect the soul’s health, does that not imply that
they produce some change in the soul, in addition to the soul’s appearance? The answer to this
question is not in the Dialogues but can be found in John’s other works.
In fact, John reminds Eusebius and Eutropius in the Dialogues that he had already
explained in his letter to them how the soul is affected by passions (14). In his First Letter, John
teaches that (1) “the soul acquires (qno) passions from outside its nature (lbar men pusis diloh)”
and is “drawn (metnatpo) to them by the body’s stirrings (zawʿe);” 57 (2) the soul is pure (šapyo)
by nature but is “drawn (metnatpo) to troubling stirrings (zawʿe dliḥe) and evil thoughts because
of its mixture (ḥulṭono) with the body;” 58 and (3) the soul partakes (meštawtpo) in the troubling
stirrings of the body and, consequently, “change occurs” (howe šuḥlopo) in its “pure mind”
because of the “hateful (snayo) passions.” 59 The basic idea here is the same as in the Dialogues:
The passions are outside the soul’s nature (1), but they affect it because of the soul’s mixture (or
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association) with the body (2, 3). The new elements here are that the passions are viewed as
“troubling stirrings,” that the soul is drawn to them and acquires them, and, consequently, that
the “purity of its mind” is affected by them.
The question this raises is whether the soul can be troubled, and the “purity of its mind”
affected by these passions, and still preserve its natural impassibility. John uses two analogies to
illustrate this phenomenon. The first analogy is that of water, which, John says, is clear (šapyo)
by nature, but, when it “associates” (meštawtap) with dirt or soil (ʿapro), becomes troubled and
murky. 60 John is cleverly playing on the double meaning of the adjective šapyo which means
“pure” and “clear.” He applies this adjective, in the former sense, to the soul and, in the latter, to
water, but in both cases he does so to describe an initial, undisturbed state of the soul and water:
The soul is naturally pure just as water is naturally clear. In that same vein, John uses the verb
šawtep (“to associate”) to designate both the contact between soul and body and the analogous
contact between water and dirt. For both the soul and water, this association affects their initial
pure state: The soul becomes troubled by passions when it associates with the body, just as water
becomes murky when mixed with dirt.
The second analogy John uses is that of a bright (nahiro) cloud which darkens when it
becomes saturated with water. 61 Instead of the purity-turbidity contrast used in the first analogy,
John uses the light-darkness contrast to describe the change in the soul, which is represented here
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by the cloud. In short, the passions change the soul in the way the color of the cloud darkens
when humidity increases in it.
These analogies inform the reader about the nature of the impact of passions on the soul.
Both analogies (water and cloud) illustrate how the passions “change” or affect the soul yet
remain accidental to it. As in the analogy of scars and wounds, only the appearance of the soul is
said to be affected: the appearance of the water becomes murky, and the color of the cloud
darkens, but the nature of the water and the cloud remains unaltered. Moreover, turbidity and
darkening are accidental changes, and, therefore, transitory and reversible: Water can again
become clear, and the cloud bright. So, in addition to describing the accidental change in the soul
brought about by passions, these analogies suggest that an ascetic therapy of the passions, and,
more specifically, an extirpation of evil passions, are possible. In sum, these analogies confirm
the insights drawn from the aesthetic model.
Nonetheless, these analogies offer new insights. First, they describe a deeper and more
“internal” type of change to the soul’s appearance. Unlike the scars and wounds which are
superficial, dirt and humidity are mixed in with the water and the cloud respectively. They
remain alien to the nature of the water and the cloud, but they change their appearance from the
inside, so to speak. The cloud is internally imbued with humidity, not just on the outside, and dirt
is so thoroughly mixed with water that it changes the latter’s color from clear to brown or red.
The shift towards a more internal type of change makes sense in the light of the second
insight, namely, that the passions are described as “troubling stirrings.” Unlike the aesthetic
change suggested by the scars-and-wounds analogy, this definition of the passions as stirrings
depicts a more dynamic type of change, which will be called the dynamic model. This is perhaps
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more evident in the analogy of the troubled water than in the analogy of the cloud. When dirt is
resting at the bottom of a lake, for instance, water is clear. Water becomes murky when it is
agitated, and dirt is stirred up in it.
Although both the aesthetic and dynamic models describe a change in appearance and not
in nature, the first suggests a rather superficial and static type of change, whereas the second a
deeper and dynamic one. Applied to the soul, the first describes how the passions are part of the
soul only in appearance, whereas the second highlights the dynamic nature of the passions as
stirrings that trouble the soul. The two models complement one another, even though the
dynamic model fits better the common understanding of the passions as movements. This aspect
of the passions will be explored in the next chapter.
III. How the Body Causes the Passions
Now that the body has been identified as the cause of the passions, and that the cause and
nature of the impact of the passions on the soul via the body have been explained, the remaining
question concerns the process by which the body experiences passions and, subsequently,
associates the soul with its passions. This question is warranted because a recurring issue in
John’s anthropology has been the suspiciously high level of agency attributed to the body. The
body is said to have the capacity, independently from any involvement of the soul, to perceive,
feel pleasure and pain, and generate passions, such as desire and anger. It is unclear how a
material body can by itself experience or generate passions, which are widely viewed as
psychological and (at least) partly cognitive phenomena. John gives precious little information
about the process of genesis of passions in the body in his works. The short passage in one of his
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letters where he describes this process will be explored first. Second, supplemental and
clarificatory information from a similar discussion in the Enneads will be invoked.
A. The Genesis of Passions
This section examines the process by which passions are born in the body and,
subsequently, stir up the soul. In his First Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius, John sketches out
this process:
The soul does not initially (qadmoʾit) possess (qonyo) these stirrings in its nature (pusis),
but it receives (mqabel) them from many causes (ʿelloto). Their cause (ʿelto) begins, first,
in the world (ʿolmo). After that, the body receives (mqabel) [these stirrings] through sight
and hearing. Indeed, if a person does not hear and see attractive things, he would not
know to reflect (netraʿe) on them. Indeed, these outer senses minister to the inner ones.
With the outer sight and hearing, the inner heart receives (qabel) the impression of the
image [of those attractive things] (ṭabʿo dṣurothen). It is as with a human inside his
mother’s afterbirth (šlito): the power (ḥaylo) of his limbs is not from him. First, his
mother’s limbs receive nourishment from the elements of the world, and then he receives
power inside his mother’s caul because (ʿelto) of his mother’s food. It is the same with
these passions. Their cause starts to rule the body because (ʿelto) of the world. And our
hidden, inner nature receives [these passions’] stirrings (zawʿayhun) because (men ʿelto)
of the body. 62
This passage encapsulates both the process and chronology of the genesis of the passions. The
passions are called “stirrings,” referring to the dynamic and agitating nature of the passions and
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evoking the analogy of troubled water mentioned earlier. For John, the process starts with an
external, first “cause” (ʿelto), namely, the attractive objects which are in “the world.” The
“world” includes, inter alia, environmental sensory stimuli arising from various attractions (for
example, physical beauty, riches, and art). In this context, the passions are reactions to external
stimuli, and not phenomena which arise, unsolicited, in the person.
In a second movement, the body receives these stimuli through its “outer senses” or
sense-organs (specifically, sight and hearing). Sense-organs are “points of entry” into the body
for sense-data and play an essential epistemological role, as discussed in chapter one. When it
comes to passions, their role is crucial in allowing environmental stimuli into the body. In this
case, it is not neutral information which these senses convey, such as the shape or color of an
object, but images of attractive objects. The role of bodily needs and desires in generating
passions has already been discussed, and, in this scenario, desires are triggered by attractive
objects. This also confirms an important feature of the passions as intentional forces, in the sense
that they are not aimless or diffuse bodily reactions but are reactions directed at specific objects.
A person does not simply desire, but she desires something or someone (a person, an activity, or
a state of affairs).
In a third movement, the heart receives an “imprint of the image” of these attractive
objects. This presupposes that an image of the perceived object has been formed. Since John
speaks of at least two senses, sight and hearing, it is likely that “image” does not simply mean
visual sense-data, but also auditory, tactile, olfactive, gustatory, or any combination thereof. John
does not explain how this image is formed or what bodily organ or mental power, if any, is
responsible for forming it or for combining the data coming from different sense-organs.
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Aristotle, for instance, posits “common sense” as “the perceptual capacity in which the five
senses are integrated […] shared by all animals, non-rational and rational alike.” 63 John posits no
such power or capacity.
At this stage, the “image” captured by sense-organs is relayed upward in the epistemic
hierarchy from “outer senses” to the “inner heart” (lebo dalgaw). As discussed earlier, for John,
the heart is an “inner sense of the soul” and, in early Christianity, the heart is commonly
described as a center of thought and emotion. 64 It is specifically the heart, then, and not the mind,
which plays a central role in the formation of passions in this scenario. As a bodily organ which
also houses thoughts and desires, the heart is a hybrid organ suitable for bridging the body and
the soul. Being an inner sense of the soul and the soul’s instrument, the heart is a nexus through
which the body and the soul communicate, and passions arising from the body stir up the soul.
Finally, in a fourth movement, the heart “receives the imprint” of these images, which
presumably means that the heart is imprinted by the perceived image. The heart is portrayed here
as malleable and impressionable, receiving, and being re-shaped by, the image of sense-data.
This expresses the passion’s nature as affect inasmuch as it operates by changing the entity that
receives it—in this case, by imprinting on the heart.
John’s account of the process stops at this stage (with the imprint on the heart), which
suggests that perhaps the heart is the terminus of the whole process. It may well be that the inner
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senses are as close as passions get to the soul, and that the impact of the imprint on the heart is
sufficient to stir up a passion. The advantage of such a view is that it keeps the soul, whose
natural impassibility John fiercely defends, one step removed from the loci of passions (the inner
organs). Yet this view acknowledges that the soul is affected by the passions, thanks to its
connection to the inner organs.
How to characterize this process, or at least the portion which John presents of it? First,
the process is afferent: it starts outside the person with environmental stimuli and moves inward
to the inner senses of the soul via sense-organs. No description is given of any efferent action or
reaction emanating from the soul and moving outward toward the heart or the bodily limbs.
Examples of such efferent actions by the soul include quelling, moderating, or re-directing the
passions, or initiating behaviors prompted by passions (such as, reaching out for, or consuming,
the food eliciting one’s desire). These reactions of the soul to passions are morally significant
because they can contribute to the ascetic therapy of passions and direct behavior. John’s silence,
in this passage at least, on this aspect of the process leaves a significant gap in his psychology.
The afferent nature of this process also expresses its second characteristic, namely, its
passivity. John uses the verb “to receive” (qabel) several times to describe the transfer of sensedata from the environment to the heart. Sense-organs “receive” the image of attractive objects
from the environment. Also, the soul’s inner sense—in this case, the heart—simply “receives”
the imprint of images. In fact, passivity is a stereotypical quality of passions, which are often
seen as reactions to stimuli and are rarely experienced, at least initially, as freely willed.
One of the analogies John uses to illustrate this process highlights its passive nature. John
likens the soul to a fetus in the womb who, for her formation and growth, “receives” strength and
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sustenance from her mother; the mother, in turn, “receives” her sustenance from the “elements of
the world.” Like the process generating passions, there are three major movements: the
nourishment, the mother, and the fetus, and they represent, respectively, attractive objects, senseorgans, and the heart. The heart receiving the imprint of images is described, then, as passive as a
fetus receiving her nutrition from the food ingested by her mother. The important role which
each of these entities plays in causing the passions explains the ascetic practices of “custody of
the eye” and “custody of the heart” popular among monks and which aim to minimize
temptations by controlling what sense-organs perceive and what the heart thinks or feels.
The process, as described, leaves much to be desired in terms of clarity, especially
concerning what exactly constitutes a passion and at what stage in the process a passion is
generated. The first question is whether the “stirrings” in question in this passage are themselves
passions or precursors of passions. If these stirrings are precursors, at what point do they develop
into passions? Second, does the imprint on the heart itself constitute a passion, if it somehow
affects a change in the heart? Or does the imprint generate a passion elsewhere in the body or in
the soul after it affects the heart? For example, since the heart is one of the soul’s inner senses
and, therefore, has a cognitive function, does it transform the imprint into a thought which
subsequently stirs up the soul? Or does the heart command the secretion of humors in the body
which cause the latter to get angry or aroused?
Third, if the body’s need for external goods makes these goods desirable, does the body
initially simply perceive these goods and, after the heart had received the imprint of their image,
subsequently desire them? Or is the body’s desire concomitant with sense-perception? In other
words, are objects perceived as attractive, first, and then, are desired by the heart? Or is the
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passion stirred up in the heart, if passion be, another passion besides desire? Fourth, is desire
simply one of the many passions the body experiences, or a primary passion which must precede
and anchor all passions?
John’s skeletal account does not answer these questions but could, nonetheless, be
fleshed out with the help of philosophical material from John’s Greek background. One of the
philosophical works that this survey has already connected to John’s thought is Plotinus’
Enneads. Like John, Plotinus professes the individual soul’s natural impassibility and attributes
the formation of the passions to the body. More philosophically inclined, however, Plotinus
furnishes more details about the process by which the body experiences passions and the role of
the soul in it.
B. Passions in the Enneads
John does not mention or discuss Plotinian anthropology, but the latter’s influence on the
Dialogues is significant, as I will show here. A sketch of Plotinus’ account of the passions will
not only show this influence but will also clarify, and fill in gaps of aspects of, John’s thought on
the body-passions-soul triad. More specifically, it will clarify his claim that the body originates
passions which affect the naturally impassible soul and the process by which passions are born.
1.One Soul, Multiple Powers
The basic issue with which Plotinus contends in his psychology is how to reconcile his
commitment to the soul’s impassibility with the intractable fact (and popular belief) that the
passions involve the soul. But, first, it is important to understand Plotinus’ unique view of the
soul. For Plotinus, under the umbrella of “soul” are four related concepts: the higher soul, the
lower soul, the vegetative soul, and the trace of soul. Their distinct functions will be succinctly
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described here, at the risk of oversimplifying the complexity of Plotinus’ thought. Following
Plato, Plotinus divides existence into two worlds, intelligible and sensible. Since its nature is
akin to the intelligible world, the soul remains in the intelligible world. 65 Contrary to common
views of his time that the soul is in the body as wine in a bottle (that is, contained in it), 66
Plotinus teaches that the individual soul remains in the intelligible world where it is engaged in
its proper activity, that is, discursive thinking. 67 Some scholars call this soul the “higher soul”
because its proper activity (energeia) remains in the higher realm of the intelligible world. This
does not mean, however, that the soul is not active in the sensible world. While this “higher soul”
exercises its proper cognitive activity, a second “sort of individual soul,” dubbed the “lower
soul,” is “the power by which our soul is active in the sensible world.” 68 The lower soul is, then,
the medium through which the higher soul is active in the sensible world.
The higher and lower souls must not be viewed as separate souls or even parts of one
soul, since Plotinus believes the soul to be one and essentially indivisible. Nevertheless, the
higher and lower souls are distinguishable by their proper activities. This is why Caluori
interprets the lower soul as a “power” sent by the higher soul into the sensible world, rather than
as a separate soul. 69 In the same vein, Blumenthal calls the lower soul simply “an image, a
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reflection, of the real soul” which remains in the intelligible world. 70 Ontologically one as they
may be, the higher and lower souls carry out different activities (energeia) in different realms.
Like the activity of the higher soul, the activity of the lower soul is also cognitive. But, unlike the
proper discursive and propositional thinking of the higher soul, the reasoning of the lower soul is
based on “presentations” or images (phantasiai): it is primarily a “faculty of presentation”
engaged in image-based reasoning (logismos). 71
The lower soul is also responsible for sense-perception. For Plotinus, sense-perception is
a process which starts in the body, and specifically in sense-organs, but sense-perception per se
occurs in the lower soul, and not in the body. When a sense-organ receives sense-data, it is
affected, but this affection does not result in sense-perception until the lower soul becomes
“aware of it.” 72 This psychic “awareness” is what achieves sense-perception. This task
distribution between sense-organs and the soul makes it possible, for instance, for the nose to
receive olfactory stimuli (say, perfume), without this qualifying as sense-perception, if the soul
does not receive or “become aware of” this olfactory stimulus (if the person is in deep sleep, for
instance). Lastly, the lower soul is a center of awareness and consciousness, in that it constitutes
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the person’s self or identity. Together with the higher soul, the lower soul forms the “individual
soul” which is the person’s true self, that is, what the person refers to when she says “I.” 73
Although it is active in the sensible world, the lower soul is not directly involved in the
biological processes of the body, since its activity is immaterial and cognitive. This is why
Plotinus posits a third type of soul active in the body which he alternately calls “vegetative soul,”
“generative soul,” or simply “nature (phusis).” 74 This nature is responsible for promoting bodily
growth, reproduction, nurture, and other similar functions. It cares for the body and its needs and
is “present to the body” and attentive to its needs, yet without being in the body. 75
Fourth, and lastly, the body receives at birth “a ‘trace of soul’ provided by, but distinct
from, the so-called lower soul.” 76 The trace (also translated as “reflection” or “shadow”) of soul
makes the body an “organic” body (also called “qualified” or “living” body) and distinguishes it
from a lifeless body or a corpse. Unlike the vegetative soul which cares for the body
extrinsically, the trace of soul is located in the body and accounts for its basic physiological
functions (blood circulation, bile excretion, breathing, etc.) in which the soul plays no role. 77
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Thanks to this trace of soul, the qualified body can experience cravings and feel pleasure and
pain without the soul’s help. 78 In other words, the qualified body is made independently capable
of quasi-psychological states (basic needs and urges; Caluori calls them sensory affections and
non-rational feelings and desires) 79 which presuppose some level of consciousness and
perception. 80
The trace of soul makes the body a sort of independent, closed-circuit system of
minimally cognitive urges and cravings. Since the body needs food to survive, for instance, it
makes sense that the urge for food would originate in the body and not in the soul. More
importantly for Plotinus, this also means that these urges, pains, and pleasures could, at least
theoretically, remain in the body, without disturbing the soul. More cognitive or complex desires
may require some input from the soul, but simple physiological urges, like hunger or sexual
desire, only require an imbalance in the body’s homeostasis. To restore its homeostasis, the body
craves what it lacks—be it food, water, or sex—in the hope of satisfying these cravings.
It is important to reiterate that, for Plotinus, it is the trace of soul, and not the soul itself,
which makes the body capable of these types of urges and feelings. This distinction will be
crucial for protecting the soul’s natural impassibility from bodily passions. Emilsson notes that,
because they occur in the body, independently from the soul, these urges and feelings are not
“conscious mental states” but “goal-directed behavior and biological processes.” 81 Therefore,
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these urges cannot be considered full-fledged desires but “preliminary desires.” How a
preliminary desire becomes a full-fledged desire will be explained next.
2.The Process of Desire
Before delving into Plotinus’ account of desire, it is instructive to consider his discussion
of pain and pleasure, because this discussion informs his views of passions. Plotinus believes that
the qualified body feels pain and pleasure (as well as desire and anger) thanks to the trace of
soul. Pain in a body part occurs when the trace of soul retreats from it, and pleasure when the
trace of soul returns to it. While the qualified body is feeling its pain or pleasure, the
individual—that is, the individual soul distinct from, but connected to, the qualified body—is not
yet said to perceive this occurring pain or pleasure. For the person to feel pain or pleasure, just as
for sense-perception, an additional step at the level of the lower soul is required: The lower soul
must become “aware” of these feelings in the body.
This disjunction between bodily feelings and the soul’s perception of those feelings
theoretically allows for pain and pleasure to be felt in the body without the person (the soul)
herself being pained or pleasured. 82 Perhaps the analogy closest to this distinction between the
pain of the body and its perception by the soul might be the difference between a toothache, for
example, and what one feels after an anesthetic is administered to the person suffering the
toothache. In this situation, Plotinus would agree that, after anesthesia, the body is indeed still
feeling the toothache, but the anesthetic is preventing the perception of this ache by the soul.
Hence, the person is no longer in pain, even though her body is still subject to the toothache.
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Moreover, while many philosophers view pain and pleasure as passions, as the etymology
of the term passion suggests (both pathos in Greek and ḥašo in Syriac denote pain and suffering),
Plotinus understands the soul’s perception of these pains and pleasures not as passions or
affections but simply as awareness or knowledge. 83 When the soul perceives the body’s pleasure,
for instance, it is does not undergo the passion of pleasure; it simply becomes cognitively aware
of it and registers it. Thus viewed, pain-perception becomes akin to sense-perception, where the
perceived object is distinct from, and external to, the perceiving agent, just as pain or pleasure,
Plotinus says, is distinct from, and external to, the perceiving person. Consistent in this respect,
Plotinus does not view sense-perception as affection or alteration in the soul either, just as
pleasure or pain perception does not affect the soul. 84
With Plotinus’ account of pain and pleasure in mind, it is possible now to explore
Plotinus’ process of desire. Plotinus does not consider many individual passions in detail, besides
desire and anger, but his discussion of desire can serve as prototype for passions, in general. As
mentioned earlier, the body generates a preliminary desire (proepithumia) thanks to the power of
the trace of soul. 85 But how does a preliminary desire in the body become a full-fledged desire?
In other words, how does a pre-passion become a passion? A simple way to describe this
somewhat obscure process, according to Emilsson, is that the preliminary desire (a physiological
urge) which originates in the body is passed on to, and “apprehended” by, the vegetative soul
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(nature) in the form of an image or “presentation” (phantasia). Having formed this image, the
vegetative soul then forms a “psychic desire” to satisfy the body’s urge. Hence, Plotinus views a
full-fledged desire as a composite of bodily urge and psychic desire of the vegetative soul.
The function of the psychic desire is to parallel, support, and seek to satisfy the
physiological urge operating in the body. 86 Although it is the body which hungers, for instance, it
is the vegetative soul which is responsible for seeking to feed the body. In that sense, the
vegetative soul is said to care for the body “like a mother, as if it were aiming at what the thing
affected wants.” 87 The vegetative soul is capable of such desire because it possesses the powers
of desire and anger attributed in Platonic psychology to the two irrational parts of the soul,
epithumetikon and thumoeides. Professing an eclectic psychology, and refusing to divide the soul
into parts, as Plato does, Plotinus integrates the Aristotelian concept of power with the two
Platonic passions of anger and desire to explain this function of the vegetative soul.
Before exploring the next step in this process, a question is elicited by the concept of
“psychic desire”: Can the (vegetative) soul generate such a desire and still be called impassible?
Plotinus answers with the affirmative. He argues that, first, desire originates in the body, and the
vegetative soul simply “tries to connect itself” or attach itself to it. It is a derivative desire.
Without bodily urges, the vegetative soul, on its own, would not generate desire, since the
function of the latter is to satisfy bodily needs.
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Second, the vegetative soul derives its desire “from something else and through
something else.” 88 In other words, not only does preliminary desire originate outside the soul,
but also psychic desire does not act in or on the soul. The soul, Plotinus says, desires through
something else, namely, the qualified body. Psychic desire is not, then, an intransitive act of the
soul acting on itself, as most ancient philosophers conceived it. It is, rather, a transitive act by
which the soul desires instrumentally through a distinct object, namely, the body. This is yet
another way for Plotinus to distance the soul from passions as much as possible. Thus conceived,
the involvement in the soul in psychic desire does not jeopardize the soul’s impassibility.
Returning to the process of desire, the next step, after the vegetative soul, occurs in the
lower soul. The latter is in charge of sense-perception and also has the power to apprehend the
body’s internal psychosomatic states such as pain, hunger, and thirst. Once it apprehends these
states through images or presentations (phantasiai), the reasoning power of the lower soul
accepts or rejects the request which desire put before it. This means that reason may
acknowledge the desire for food and satisfy it, or, alternatively, resist or reject the desire and
deny the body its food, as when a person decides to fast.
Plotinus’ process of desire has many characteristics. It is, first, an ascending process. It
starts with a physiological urge in the body, which couples with a psychic desire in the
vegetative soul and results in an awareness in the lower soul. 89 It runs from top to bottom, yet
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without being an upward chain of causation, so as not to violate Plotinus’ principle of downward
causation. According to Plotinus, this process can also run in the opposite direction, starting from
the soul and resulting in bodily affections, as in the case of anger. While anger can originate in
the organic body when the latter suffers harm and secretes excess blood or bile, it can also arise
in the soul when the person believes she has suffered injustice. The belief or “opinion” formed in
the lower soul that injustice has occurred can, in turn, cause physiological changes in the body. 90
In this descending process, as in the ascending, presentations (phantasiai) play significant role:
A belief in the lower soul creates a representation which influences the vegetative soul, which in
turns, generates physiological changes in the body (Plotinus calls this change “shock,” ekplēxis)
corresponding to a passion. 91
Second, this paradigm of interaction between the body and the soul has significant ethical
implications. First, this division of labor between the organic body with a trace of soul, the
vegetative soul, sense-perception, and reason allows Plotinus to dissociate, at least theoretically,
bodily urges from the soul’s awareness, acceptance, and fulfillment of desire. 92 Not only is it
possible, for instance, for the body to be hungry and crave food without the soul’s awareness of
this craving, but it is also possible for the body to crave food without any desire even arising in
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the vegetative soul, or for this desire to be satisfied by reason. 93 For Blumenthal, this means that
the “higher soul is sufficiently detached to decide whether or not to accede to the promptings of
the lower partner (cf. IV-4-20.18-20), and may refuse to identify itself with the suffering of its
colleague.” 94 In other words, Plotinus places a sort of firewall between the body and the (higher)
soul which protects the latter from the disturbances of the former.
The second moral implication of this process concerns passions. Plotinus casts all
changes or affections related to sensation, pain, pleasure, and forms of desire and anger on the
side of the body. Although the soul is involved with the body’s affections, its involvement is
cognitive and not affective: it is based on “presentations” (phantasiai) at the level of the
vegetative soul and on reasoning at the level of the lower soul. It consists of the soul becoming
aware of the body’s need and satisfying or ignoring that need. This means that a full-fledged
“psychic desire” is different from the Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions of desire or appetite,
understood respectively as an irrational force and an orectic movement of the soul. As Sorabji
puts it, “[t]he soul thus causes emotion rather than undergoing it, and the beliefs cause emotion
rather than constituting it.” 95
But this begs the question: even if one were to grant that the soul’s activity is cognitive,
does this cognitive activity, corresponding to bodily affection, not produce change in the soul?
Does receiving new information not modify the soul? If it does, can Plotinus still claim that the
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soul is impassible? The answer to these questions hinges on understanding the nature of the soul
and its activity. First, for Plotinus, the soul is a form in the Aristotelian sense, and is, therefore,
not subject to change or disturbance. This is because the function of a form is to act on, and
modify, the matter it forms, without itself undergoing change. The vegetative soul, for instance,
causes the body to grow without itself growing. 96 In other words, and as mentioned earlier, the
action of the vegetative soul on the body consists of “transitive activities” which change the body
but not the soul itself. 97
Second, these transitive activities (whether sense-perception or response to hunger or
fear) do not alter the soul because they are actualizations of the powers of the soul. Following
Aristotle, Plotinus understands activity as that by which the agent (the soul) actualizes a potency,
and, thus, “simply becomes itself, realizes its nature.” 98 The agent is not changed by the activity,
even though this activity may be a response to a stimulus, such as an image or a belief. Third,
genuine change, for Plotinus, requires that the changed object acquire “a property it did not have
before the change and […] which it still has when the change is completed.” 99 Plotinus compares
genuine change to a “seal-impression” or “a shape in wax,” to signify lasting change that remains
in the object long after the activity has been completed or the stimulus has ceased, just as was
acquires and keeps a new shape after it has been imprinted by a seal, even after the seal have
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been removed from the wax. 100 When the soul exercises sense-perception (such as sight) or
becomes aware of a feeling (such as pain), it does not acquire a new and lasting property. It
remains the same and simply actualizes its power of perception or cognition. Plotinus, then,
preserves the belief in the soul’s impassibility by arguing that the perceptive and cognitive
activities of the soul which correspond to alterations in the body do not constitute genuine
change in the soul.
C. Comparison between the Dialogues and the Enneads
Plotinus’ description of the process of desire can help to explain some of the Solitary’s
ideas. To be sure, this does not necessarily mean that John is aware of the Enneads. Proving a
direct connection between the two authors is beyond the scope of this dissertation and is difficult
for reasons mentioned in the main introduction. Yet, the common language both Plotinus and
John use invites a comparison between the two authors. In fact, commonalities and distinctions
between the Dialogues and the Enneads are several. Chief among the commonalities are the
emphasis on the soul’s impassibility and the bodily origin of passions. Both authors fiercely
defend the soul’s essential freedom from passions, albeit in different ways. Plotinus bases
impassibility partly on limiting the soul’s involvement in the passions to transitive activities
which are of cognitive nature (to wit, the vegetative soul’s desiring through the body and the
lower soul’s awareness of the passions in the body). He insists that the soul is not genuinely
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affected by the passions in any way. 101 John, on the other hand, admits that the activity of the
soul in the body may be affected by the passions while maintaining the natural impassibility of
the soul. Whatever change the passions produce in the soul is reversible and transitory.
Both authors make use of the concept of “activities of the soul in the body,” albeit in
different ways. Plotinus teaches that the vegetative soul is active in the body through the trace of
soul it gives the body, and he understands activities in the Aristotelian sense of actualization of a
power or potency. Activities of the soul range from physiological (such as, pumping blood in the
body and breathing), to sensational (such as, feeling pain and pleasure) and emotional (such as
preliminary desire, anger, fear). 102 Furthermore, the vegetative soul forms a psychic desire (or
anger) to support the body’s preliminary desire (or anger). It transitively desires (or gets angry)
through the body.
In the Dialogues, the term “activity” (maʿbdonuto) appears in the context of the soul’s
instrumental use of the body. John uses the analogy of the broken musical instrument (harp or
lyre) to illustrate how the soul acts on, and through, the body. When a harp is broken, it is not the
musician’s finger or her artistic skill which is damaged or affected, but it is simply the
production of music which is hindered or stopped (49). Similarly, when certain bodily “inner
organs,” such as the brain, are injured, it is not the nature of the soul or its knowledge which is
damaged or affected, but simply the activity of the soul in the body. The person could no longer
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speak, for instance, but it is not because the soul can no longer form thoughts, but because the
brain, the soul’s thought processor and linguistic instrument, has been damaged. 103 In other
words, John does not attribute physiological, sensational, or emotional activities to the soul in the
body, as Plotinus does. He only mentions verbal and communicative activities, as well as
virtuous conduct. More will be said about virtue as activity of the soul in the body and about
immanent (unrelated to the body) activity of the soul in a later chapter.
When it comes to the bodily etiology of the passions, which both authors endorse,
Plotinus anchors the body’s high level of agency (feeling pain and pleasure, preliminary desire,
preliminary anger, etc.) in the function of the trace of soul. John offers no such conceptual
mooring—his obscure reference to “the wisdom concealed in the body at its creation by God” (3)
as possible reference to a power guiding the body notwithstanding. John grants the body the
power to feel pain and pleasure and to generate passions, without convincingly explaining the
source of that power. One possible reason for this difference between the two authors is that
Plotinus’ understanding of the soul’s simplicity admits a “multiplicity of souls,” conceived as
multiplicity of forms or powers. This allows him to posit the presence of the trace of soul in the
body. John’s view of the soul’s simplicity, on the other hand, may be too radical to admit the
presence of a distinct vegetative soul and a trace of it in the body. For him, the soul is one and
unqualifiedly simple.

103

“Activity,” then, represents the soul’s involvement in the body’s behavior as distinguished from the
“nature of the soul” which is “hidden in the depth of the mind” and, therefore, shielded from the body despite being
in the body. This activity-nature distinction allows John to balance two competing considerations, namely, that the
soul is epistemologically and behaviorally connected to the body (it “ministers” to the body, as John puts it), but, at
the same time, the it maintains a relative independence from the body and, therefore, protects its knowledge and
capacity to reason from physical harm that may befall the body.

203
Both authors shield the soul from the noxious effect of the passions. But while Plotinus
does so partly by locating the individual soul outside the body, John does it by “concealing the
soul” in the body, yet away from the impact of passions, injury, and demons (49). Curiously, in a
passing comment, John muses that “the nature of the soul is more subtle than anything corporeal,
and its life moves in a life superior to the body (29), which is reminiscent of Plotinus’ claim that
the higher soul remains active in the intelligible world. Yet, John’s repeated emphasis on the
soul’s presence in the body leaves no room for doubt that he localizes the soul in the body.
Furthermore, both authors describe the genesis of the passions in similar ways. Plotinus
starts his description of the overall process with a homeostatic imbalance in the body (such as
urges and cravings), while John highlights the role of environmental stimuli and attractions
eliciting desire in the body. This in no way shows a contradiction between the two authors, but
only a difference in emphasis. Plotinus would not deny the role of environmental attractions any
more than John would object to the possibility that cravings may arise solely from the body’s
physiology, such as when hunger occurs for lack of food in the stomach.
Both authors integrate the role of images (impressions, for John, and presentations, for
Plotinus) in the conveyance of passions from the body to the soul. While, for John, this process
results in an imprint on the heart, which is consequently stirred up with a passion, for Plotinus,
the terminus of the presentation is the lower soul where it generates a cognitive awareness of the
body’s passions (and not a passion). One noteworthy difference is that Plotinus explicitly rejects
the assimilation of passions and their representations to impressions. Plotinus stresses that “the
activities, lives, and desires are not alterations and memories are not seal-impressions stamped
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on the soul or imaginative representations like imprints in wax.” 104 Plotinus’ position is
understandably motivated by his concern for the soul’s impassibility: Since seal-impressions
alter the shape of the imprinted wax, likening presentations to impressions implies an alteration
in the soul—an untenable position for Plotinus. This is not a concern, for John, however, since it
is not the soul, but its instrument, the heart, which is imprinted.
In short, the comparison between the Dialogues and the Enneads reveals enough
similarities to suggest an indirect influence, at least, of Plotinus on John concerning the genesis
of passions. 105 In some instances, Plotinus fills in some conceptual gaps in John’s account, such
as the role of the trace of soul in passions and the role of the soul in being aware of the body’s
passions and granting or denying the body’s needs. In other instances, the two authors diverge
and exhibit different priorities. John views his commitment to the soul’s impassibility as
compatible with allowing for its inner senses and activities in the body to be affected by
passions, while Plotinus excludes all affection from the soul by limiting the soul’s involvement
in passions to cognitive, transitive activities.
Conclusion
This chapter has explored how, for John, the body causes passions: like the Phaedo and
the Enneads, John views the body’s needs as essential in generating passions, and he grounds
desire, anger, and discernment in a sort of an instinct of self-preservation he calls the “love of
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life.” Moreover, these passions arising from the body affect the soul associated with it, even
though John insists that passions are as external to the nature of the soul as scars and wounds are
to the body. If the passions produce any change in the soul, the change is only apparent: It affects
the activity of the soul in the body but never its nature or essence.
John’s account of the process by which the body generates the passions shares
similarities with, but is less developed than, Plotinus’ account. For John, the closest passions get
to the soul is by imprinting on, and stirring up, one of its inner senses, the heart, thereby
disrupting the soul’s activity in the body. For Plotinus, the trace of soul can generate a
preliminary desire in the body, supported by a psychic desire from the vegetative soul. But the
role of the soul in this process, if role there is, is simply to be aware of the body’s affectations.
By positing the material and mortal body as the cause of the passions and acknowledging
that the passions trouble the immaterial and immortal soul, the Solitary lays the foundations for
his views on moral growth. Vicious passions must be kept from hindering the soul’s virtue, and,
therefore, must be removed from the mind. This is the goal which the ascetic therapy of the
passions helps one to achieve.
The question that should be posed at this juncture concerns the nature, identity, and
categories of the passions. If John views passions as originating in the body, is that tantamount to
denying a cognitive dimension to passions? In other words, are passions only bodily affectations,
or do they involve a cognitive element? Does John have a set list of passions? If so, what are
these passions, and how does he categorize them? Also, what role does desire play in generating
other passions? These questions will be answered in the following chapter.

CHAPTER FOUR: PASSIONS IN THE DIALOGUES ON THE SOUL: LISTS,
VARIATIONS, AND STRUCTURE
Introduction
The previous two chapters have examined the function of the body and the soul in the
experience of passions. They have shown that, for John, passions originate in the body and are
caused by the body’s needs. The soul, which is naturally impassible, is affected by bodily
passions but only because of its association with the body and its senses. This discussion paves
the way for the current chapter to examine the passions themselves. John is not systematic in his
treatment of the passions, nor is he overly concerned with definitions. Hence, it will be
necessary, in order to clarify John’s views, to look at the works of ancient and Hellenistic
philosophers. This is because scholars commonly credit Plato and his contemporaries with the
introduction of the philosophical analysis of passions in the history of Western thought. 1 As one
of the earliest known discussions of passions in Syriac Christian literature, John’s Dialogues
cannot be understood apart from this Greek philosophical background. 2

1

See Simo Knuuttila, “How the Philosophical Analysis of the Emotions Was Introduced,” in The Emotions
in Hellenistic Philosophy, ed. Juha Sihvola and Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Dordrecht; London: Springer, 2011), 1–
20.
2

Brock makes this point in Sebastian P. Brock, “Some Paths to Perfection in the Syriac Fathers,” in Studia
Patristica. Vol. LI: Including Papers Presented at the Conference “The Image of the Perfect Christian in Patristic
Thought” at the Ukrainian Catholic University in Lviv, Ukraine, under Taras Khomych, Oleksandra Vakula and
Oleh Kindiy in 2009, ed. Allen Brent et al., Studia Patristica, vol. LI (BelgiumLeuven ; Paris ; Walpole, MA:
Peeters, 2011), 85. It is important to note that John is not the first author in Syriac to offer an analysis of the
passions. Nemesius of Emesa’s De Natura Hominis is an important philosophical work produced in Syria in the
beginning of the fourth century, but it is written in Greek. See Nemesius of Emesa and Cyril of Jerusalem, Cyril of
Jerusalem and Nemesius of Emesa.
Thus, John is the first author to analyze the passions in a work written in Syriac. Adam Lehto dubs the
Dialogues “a Syriac Christian contribution to the centuries long discussion about the soul in Greek philosophy. In
this respect it deserves to be compared with similar models in Origen and Evagrius.” Lehto acknowledges the
influence of Greek philosophy on John’s work. He writes that even though John “refrains from any significant
interaction with theories drawn from pagan sources,” he is “following in their footsteps, even if he fails to
acknowledge (or perhaps even to perceive) their influence.” Lehto, “John of Apamea and the Syriac Reception of
Greek Thought,” 36.
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John uses the Syriac term ḥašo (plural, ḥaše), which translates the English term “passion”
and is the equivalent of the Greek, pathos. Like pathos, ḥašo also means suffering, and it is
commonly used in reference to the “passion” of Jesus on the cross. But how to define a passion?
What are the passions? And how many are they? This chapter will answer these questions by,
first, looking at the different lists and categories of passions in John’s work. This section will
also examine the functions which John’s classification of the passions serves. The second section
will look at the structure of the passions through the lens of the relation between passions and
thoughts. Understanding what the passions are will enable examining their moral import and
their ascetic therapy in the following chapters.
I. Lists and Variations of the Passions
John’s works contain several lists of passions which differ in order, category, and
number. Some lists consist of one, two, or three categories of passions. The categories in these
lists are based on the attribution of individual passions to either the body, the soul, or the mind.
Additionally, John offers a finer analysis of individual passions by recognizing “variations”
(šuḥlope) of the same passion based on its object. 3 For example, John distinguishes the fear of
God from the fear of the world. I argue here that these two types of distinction, by attribution and
by object, serve two different goals: the first determines the order in which passions must be
cured, and the second, the moral valence of a passion, that is, whether a passion is good or bad.
These two types of distinction will now be examined.

3

The word šuḥlope literally means “transformations,” but it is translated here as “variations” because John
uses it to refer, not to change in a passion, but to the species of a genus, to use Aristotelian terms. John also speaks
of orders (takse) of passions to mean their species (36, 80).
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A. Distinction according to Attribution
Several of the Solitary’s ascetic works, including his dialogues and letters, consider the
topic of the passions. But only some of these works include formal lists of the passions organized
into categories. One of these lists appears in the Second Dialogue where Eusebius proposes to
John a list of the passions divided into two categories: the passions of the body and the passions
of the soul. Eusebius attributes this distinction to anonymous “wise men,” but such a distinction
is already found in Evagrius’ Praktikos. 4 The passions attributed to the body, according to
Eusebius, are sleep (ša(n)to), hunger (kapno), thirst (ṣahyo), sexual appetite (regto), and luxury
(ʾosuṭuto). Attributed to the soul are anger (ḥemto), zeal (ṭnono), discernment (porušuto), envy
(ḥsomo), love of authority (roḥmat šulṭono), haughtiness (romuto), 5 boastfulness (šubhoro), and
desire (reḥmto) (43). 6

4

Evagrius writes: “The passions of the soul derive from men; those of the body, from the body. The
passions of the body are cut back by self-control; those of the soul, by spiritual love.” Joel Kalvesmaki, ed.,
“Evagrios Pontikos, Praktikos,” 35, Guide to Evagrius Ponticus, spring 2019 edition (Washington, DC, 2019),
evagriusponticus.net. Guillaumont and Guillaumont see a similar distinction in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (X,
2, 1173 b 7-9), even though, unlike Evagrius, Aristotle does not use the terms “passions of the body” or “passions of
the soul.” Evagre le Pontique, Traité pratique, ou, Le moine, ed. Antoine Guillaumont and Claire Guillaumont, vol.
2, Sources Chrétiennes 171 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1971), 580, n.35. Aristotle’s text does not, however, support
this categorization. Knuuttila is more accurate in recognizing two categories of appetites in Aristotle’s thought,
“non-rational natural appetites and appetites associated with reason.” The movements of the “non-rational” appetite
produce the passions. Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 31. This appetite is, nevertheless,
amenable to the control of reason, and it would be, in that sense, more precise to call them “pre-rational.” In any
case, Guillaumont and Guillaumont may be confusing Aristotle’s two categories of appetites, non-rational and
rational, with the passions of the body and the passions of the soul.
5

The Syriac term romuto is translated here as “haughtiness,” and not as “pride,” because of semantic
identity between the words: the root of both terms romuto and haughtiness indicates a sense of height or superiority.
Pride has been reserved as a translation for another passion John discusses, namely, ḥtiruto. On the distinction
between these passions, see Johannes von Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele, 33–34.
6

The Syriac term John uses here for desire is reḥmto, which is the term he uses elsewhere as equivalent to
Plato’s epithumia, and, hence, Hausherr’s translation of reḥmto as pitié (pity) is inadequate. Jean le Solitaire
(Pseudo-Jean de Lycopolis), Dialogue sur l’âme, 120:63.
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John’s reply cautions Eusebius against attributing these passions to the nature of the soul,
in keeping with his belief in the bodily etiology of passions. But he does not object to the idea of
distinguishing between two categories of passions. No basis is given for this distinction, but one
explanation may be that the passions of the body correspond roughly to simple bodily appetites
(hunger, thirst, sleep, etc.), while the passions of the soul are more relational. Haughtiness, for
example, involves one’s self-appraisal in comparison with other people. Similarly, anger or envy
also occur in the context of a relationship with other people. This is also the basis of the Evagrian
distinction between passions in the Praktikos: “The passions of the soul have their origin in
human beings; those of the body have their origin in the body.” 7 Accordingly, for Evagrius, the
remedy of the passions of the body is abstinence, which helps to control bodily appetites, and of
those of the soul is charity, which is a relational remedy. By contrast, a person can satisfy her
bodily appetites outside of any relationship with other people. 8
Furthermore, even though Evagrius does not have separate lists for the passions of the
body or the soul, one can infer from the text, according to Guillaumont and Guillaumont, that

7

8

Evagrius of Pontus, Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Corpus, 104.

John is not consistent in his categorization of passions, however. Earlier in that same Second Dialogue, in
his discussion of the bodily etiology of passions, John proposes a different list of the passions of the body. He writes
that “the nature of the body is stirred up by these three passions: first is the love of life of [the body’s] nature
(roḥmat ḥaye dakyoneh), and from this primary passion are “born” the passions of anger (ḥemto) and discernment
(porušuto) (26-27). Curiously, these three passions (reḥmto, ḥemto, porušuto) are also listed in the abovementioned
passage, but as passions of the soul, not of the body. The reason for this inconsistency may be found in the argument
John is constructing in each passage. When advocating for a bodily origin of the passions, he classifies these
passions as bodily. John did so when arguing that a Platonic-type tripartite division of the soul (logistikon,
epithumia, thumos) is untenable, since it is the body that is “stirred by these passions.” This also helps the explain
the puzzling inclusion of “discernment” in a list of passions. Nevertheless, when distinguishing the passions based
on their relational dimension, he classifies them as passions of the soul. This shorter list of three passions seems
more like an ad hoc list built for argumentative purposes, rather than a thorough consideration of the categories of
passions. Hence, it does not match any other lists of the passions of the body.
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Evagrius categorizes the passions based on a Platonic tripartite psychology: the passions of the
body have to do with the needs of the body, and these would be gluttony and fornication, which
arise in the desiring part of the soul (epithumia); the passions of the soul arise in the irascible part
(thumos) and are avarice, anger, sadness, acedia, vainglory, and pride. 9 The same applies only
partly, if at all, to John’s classification. John and Evagrius agree on placing the basic bodily
appetites related to food, drink, and sex among the passions of the body, and passions such as
anger, vainglory, and pride among the passions of the soul. But this is the extent of the
agreement between them. First, John disagrees with Evagrius in that, for him, the soul is
indivisible and admits of no passionate parts. But even if one were to ignore this important fact,
John’s passions of the soul do not completely match Evagrius’ list of passions since John counts
desire (reḥmto, epithumia) as one of the passions of the soul, and not as the seat of the passions
of the body, as Evagrius does. John does so because, for him, desire is different from the basic
bodily appetites. Hence, he lists desire as a passion of the soul, and not of the body. This
fundamentally contradicts Evagrius’ attribution of the passions of the soul to the irascible part of
the soul or thumetikon.
There are other lists of the passions outside the Dialogues. In the Letter to Theodolus
John divides the passions into two categories analogous to those in the Dialogues: the “manifest
(galyo) passions of the body” and “the hidden (kasye) passions which are evil thoughts (ḥušobe

9

Guillaumont and Guillaumont, introduction to Traité pratique, ou, Le moine, 112. This distinction is
similar to Plato’s in the Republic where he writes: “We’ll call the part of the soul with which it calculates the
rational part and the part with which it lusts, hungers, thirsts, and gets excited by other appetites the irrational
appetitive part, companion of certain indulgences and pleasures.” Plato, “Republic,” 439d, in Complete Works, trans.
G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub., 1997), 1071.
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biše).” 10 The manifest/hidden dichotomy is a known parallel to the body/soul dichotomy in
John’s work. The “manifest” passions resemble the passions of the body from the Second
Dialogue. But what is interesting is the wording of the category of the passions of the soul.
Calling the latter “the hidden (kasye) passions which are evil thoughts (ḥušobe biše)” is an
express identification of the passions with thoughts: Unlike in the Dialogues, in this letter, the
hidden passions of the soul are thoughts. Informative also is the clear identification of the moral
valence of the passions in this list, to wit, that they are evil passions.
The “manifest (galyo) passions of the body” are greed (yaʿnuto), lust (laʿbuto), gluttony
(ʾosuṭuto), drunkenness (rawyuto), the love of possessions (roḥmat qenyone), and appetites
(rgigoto) of all kinds.” 11 Although this list largely falls along the same lines as the list of bodily
passions in the Dialogues, some of the passions which are worded in a morally neutral way in the
Dialogues, such as hunger or thirst, are curiously replaced here with their vicious form: hunger
becomes gluttony, sexual desire becomes lust, and so forth. 12 Similarly, the “hidden (kasye)
passions” are lust (regto), envy (ḥsomo), hatred (snito), malice (bišuto), wrath (rugzo), anger
(ḥemto), dissension (palguto), contention (ḥeryono), and vindictiveness (tbaʿto). 13 Unlike the list

10

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 5.

11

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 5.

12
This discrepancy, like many others in John’s writings, may be explained by the argument in which each
list appears. When demonstrating in the Dialogues the soul’s natural freedom of evil passions and, conversely, the
body’s natural passibility, John argues that, since God condemns evil passions and the persons who does not free
himself from them, this means that the soul can indeed be freed from what is unnatural. To show that the body is
naturally passible, John is forced to formulate bodily passions as normal appetites that one would not be reproached
for having (47): hunger, thirst, desire for marriage, etc. Since this argument is not operative in the Letter to
Theodolus, John is free to list as passions the vicious exercise of these appetites.
13

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 5–6.
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in the Second Dialogue where some passions, such as desire and discernment, do not
automatically imply vice, the vicious nature of the passions in this list is obvious. 14 This is an
indication, not that John views all passions as evil, but that his primary concern in counseling
monks are the passions which are vicious.
In some writings John proposes only a list of the passions of the soul, without mentioning
the passions of the body. In the First Letter to Eutropius and Eusebius—which pre-dates the
Dialogues—John speaks of “the evil passions which begin within and, subsequently, manifest in
outward action, and they are: the desire for vainglory (roḥmat tešbuḥto ṣriqo), the wrath of zeal
(rugzo daṭnono), the contempt for others (šiṭuto daḥrono), the anger of enmity (ḥemto
dabʿeldbobuto), the malice of envy (bišuto daḥsomo), and others like these.” 15 This list of the
“passions which begin within” partly matches the list of the passions of the soul in the
Dialogues, albeit with a slightly different wording. Noteworthy in this list is the connection
between the passions and “outward action” or deeds. It signals that John is not only concerned
with the impact of passions on the person’s mind but also on the passions’ behavioral corollaries.
Finally, in one of his writings, the Letter on Perfection, 16 John proposes another list
which contains the passions of the body, which concern bodily appetites, and the “sins of

14
In this list, as in all others, John is content with listing the passions without defining them. Consequently,
it is not clear what distinguishes lust from sexual desire, anger from wrath, or dissension from contention.
15

16

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 56.

Rignell expresses reservations regarding the attribution of this Letter to John of Apamea. He bases his
opinion on the difference in style between this letter, on the one hand, and the Dialogues and other letters with more
certain provenance, on the other. Rignell also notes the absence of the tripartite division of spiritual life from this
letter. Johannes von Apameia, Drei Traktate von Johannes dem Einsiedler, ed. Lars Gösta Rignell (Håkan Ohlssons
boktryckeri AB, 1960), 18–19. Nevertheless, categorizing passions as passions of the body and of the soul is
characteristic of John’s views and fits, in content, with his other known lists of passions.
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deficiency” (ḥṭohe dabṣiruto), which correspond to the passions of the soul. 17 The passions of
the body are the delight of the mouth (ṭʿomto dpumo), ministering to the belly (tešmešto dkarso),
natural sexual appetite (regto dakyono), being lost in sensuousness and fornication (pehyo
dpurgoyo wzanyuto), sloth of sleep (rapyuto dša(n)to), and others. 18 The sins of deficiency, John
says, “arise from the body,” in reference to the bodily origins of all passions. These sins are:
envy (ḥsomo), malice (bišuto), hatred (snito), anger (ḥemto), boastfulness (šabhronuto), vanity
(sriquto), haughtiness (romuto), and disobedience (lo metṭpisonuto). 19 Dubbing the passions of
the soul as sins reinforces the idea that John is attacking only evil passions, and not all passions.
Interestingly, John introduces here a third category of passions he calls the “passions of
the mind (madʿo),” and they are: the lack of knowledge (lo ʾidaʿto), error or heresy (ṭoʿyuto),
contempt or doubt (mbasronuto), 20 and lack of faith (lo haymonuto). 21 These passions relate to
the mind in the sense that they concern the knowledge of faith or doctrine and range from the

17
It is not clear what John means by ḥṭohe dabṣiruto (the sins of deficiency). The term bṣiruto could also
be translated as smallness or imperfection, which is a form of moral deficiency. It also means paucity, which, in this
situation, could refer to the paucity of good deeds. To complicate things more, this is not a phrase that John uses
elsewhere in the Dialogue on the Soul and the Dialogue with Thomasios. Rignell translates it in German as “Die
Sünden des Verzichtes” (the sins of renunciation) and explains in a note that “renunciation” means hermetic life.
Johannes von Apameia, Drei Traktate von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 27 and n.3. This implies that the sins which
John lists here are specific to hermits. Yet, there is strong evidence in the Dialogues that John views sins such as
envy, hatred, malice, or pride as common to all humans and not specific to hermits.
18

Johannes von Apameia, 4–5.

19

Johannes von Apameia, 5.

20

Rignell notes that in several later manuscripts the word mbasronuto (contempt) is replaced by the word
msabronuto, which means “opinion” or “speculation.” Johannes von Apameia, 5, n.5. He translates msabronuto as
“doubt” (Zweifel, in German) and states that this word is a better fit for the text. Johannes von Apameia, 27, n.3.
This discrepancy may be the result of later copyists correcting what they deem an error in an earlier manuscript.
Rignell is correct to the degree that msabronuto (speculation or doubt), much more than mbasronuto (contempt), fits
the lexical field of the “passions of the mind” that John is listing in this sentence.
21

Johannes von Apameia, Drei Traktate von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 5.
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ignorance of doctrine to erroneous opinions, doubts, and the lack of belief. This category does
not appear in other published works of the Solitary. Moreover, it is not clear how these
intellectual events qualify as passions in the traditional sense, but they at least match John’s
understanding of passions as vicious or sinful. This list does not overlap with the other two
categories (passions of the body and passions of the soul) and it rather complements them.
Surveying John’s different lists reveals a relative intra-textual and inter-textual
consistency (see Chart 4.1 and 4.2). First, although the wording of the individual passions and
their categories differs from one text to another, distinguishing the passions based on their
belonging to bodily appetites (“the passions of the body”) or to relational defects (“the passions

Chart 4.1. Lists of passions of the body
Second
Dialogue
A
hunger
(kapno)

thirst
(ṣahyo)
sexual appetite
(regto)

sleep
(ša(n)to)
luxury
(ʾosuṭuto)

Second
Dialogue
B
love of life of [the
body’s] nature
(roḥmat ḥaye
dakyoneh)

anger
(ḥemto)

discernment
(porušuto)

Letter
on Perfection
C
delight of the mouth
(ṭʿomto dpumo)
and ministering to the belly
(tešmešto dkarso)

natural sexual appetite
(regto dakyono)
and getting lost in
sensuousness and fornication
(pehyo dpurgoyo wzanyuto)
sloth of sleep
(rapyuto dša(n)to)

and others.

Letter
to Theodolus
D
gluttony
(ʾosoṭuto)

drunkenness
(rawyuto)
lust
(laʿbuto)

love of possessions
(roḥmat qenyone)
greed
(yaʿnuto)
appetites (rgigoto)
of all kinds
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of the soul”) remains consistent. Even the addition of the third category (“the passions of the
mind”) does not substantially modify this primary distinction. Second, the number of passions
differs between lists, and John leaves some lists open-ended by adding an et cetera at end of the
list (see Chart 4.1., lists C and D, and Chart 4.2, list B).
Moreover, the intertextual match between lists of the same category is only partial. Most
lists of the passions of the body tend to focus chiefly on food, drink, sleep, and sex. 22 But there is
Chart 4.2. Lists of passions of the soul
Second
Dialogue
A
envy
(ḥsomo)
anger
(ḥemto)
zeal
(ṭnono)

haughtiness
(romuto)

First Letter to
Eutropius & Eusebius
B
malice of envy
(bišuto daḥsomo)
anger of enmity
(ḥemto dabʿeldbobuto)
wrath of zeal
(rugzo daṭnono)

contempt for others (?)
(šiṭuto daḥrono)

boastfulness
(šubhoro)

love of authority
(roḥmat šulṭono)
discernment
(porušuto)
desire
(reḥmto)
22

love of vainglory
(roḥmat tešbuḥto sriqo)
and others like them

Letter
on Perfection
C
envy
(ḥsomo)
anger
(ḥemto)

malice
(bišuto)
haughtiness
(romuto)
hatred
(snito)
boastfulness
(šabhronuto)
vanity
(sriquto)
disobedience
(lo metṭpisonuto)

Letter
to Theodolus
D
envy
(ḥsomo)
anger
(ḥemto)
wrath
(rugzo)
malice
(bišuto)

hatred
(snito)

dissension
(palguto)
contentiousness
(ḥeryono)
vindictiveness
(tbaʿto)

List 4.1.B is an outlier in its number, and this is due, as discussed earlier, to the peculiar context in which
John proposed the list, namely, the bodily origin of passions and their connection to animal passions.
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a greater discrepancy in the passions of the soul: Only anger and vanity appear in all four lists.
Wrath/zeal appear in three lists (see Chart 4.2, lists A, B, and D). Haughtiness and boastfulness
appear in two lists (see Chart 4.2, lists A and C), as do vanity (see Chart 4.2, lists B and C),
malice, and hatred (see Chart 4.2, lists C and D). Even passions that are discussed at some length
in the Dialogues, such as fear and love, are not part of any of John’s lists of passions. 23
Third, John is not consistent in ordering the passions across his lists. In charts 4.1 and 4.2
the passions have been rearranged to reflect some intertextual consistency in listing, but their
original ordering in their respective texts does not seem deliberate. For example, among the lists
of the passions of the body, list A starts with sleep, B with the love of life, C with the delight of
the mouth, and D with greed (Chart 4.1). This is significant because some ancient writers who
have composed lists of the passions have purposefully ordered these passions in those lists in a
manner to express their relative significance. In Evagrius’ list of eight logismoi, the passions are
listed in order, and this order is relatively consistent across Evagrius’ works. The order in which
Evagrius lists the passions is significant because he lists gluttony first to convey its impact on all
the other passions. In this sense, Evagrius writes in Eight Thoughts, “[he] who controls the
stomach diminishes the passions.” 24 Hence, it makes sense to place gluttony first in the list.

23
There are several passions in the Dialogues that John mentions or discusses that are not included in this
list. These are: the love of money (roḥmat kespo) (6, 8, 61), which he also calls “the love of mammon” (reḥmto
dmamuno) (87); the love of wealth (roḥmat ʿutro) (19); the love of possessions (reḥmto dqenyone) (19); the love of
beauty (roḥmat šupro) (19); the love of glory (roḥmat tešbuḥto or roḥmat šubḥo) (30, 37); the love of praise (roḥmat
quloso) (35); vainglory (šubḥo sriqo) (39); pride (ḥašo dḥutro or ḥtiruto) (34, 68); malice (bišuto) (26, 32); the
passion of tears or of weeping (ḥašo ddamʿe or dbekyo) (16, 67); the passion of sorrow (karyuto) (16, 28, 67);
sadness (abiluto) (85); grief (ʿeqto) (35); and fear (deḥlto) (81, 84).
24

Evagrius of Pontus, Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Corpus, 73. On the order of passions in the
Praktikos, see Guillaumont and Guillaumont, introduction to Traité Pratique, 90–93.
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The same logical ordering of the passions is not found in John’s works. The order of each
list of the passions does not seem purposeful, because the passions listed at the top are not
assigned a unique role or function in the therapy of passions, nor are they connected in a special
manner to the other passions. For example, John considers the “self-emptying (msarquto) of the
desire for money” as “the beginning of the conduct of the inner person,” (6) which he identifies
with the life of the soul. In other words, curing the desire for money marks a new stage in one’s
moral progress. Yet, this passion does not feature first on any of John’s lists.
There is reason to believe, however, that John recognizes a general order for conquering
the passions by category, with the passions of the body preceding those of the soul: “What is
more virtuous,” John rhetorically asks, “than those who have cast from themselves the appetites
(rgigoto) of the body? If they also are purified (doken) from the inner passions (ḥaše dalgaw),
they are filled with joy in the good reflection on their hope” (57). This implies that being purified
from the passions of the soul builds on the freedom from bodily passions and is a superior stage
of moral progress. The fact that, on the one hand, John’s interlocutors, Eusebius and Eutropius,
in the Dialogues are seasoned monks (14-15) and that, on the other hand, the passions which
receive the most attention are passions of the soul is a case in point. 25
In sum, irregularities notwithstanding, distinguishing two categories of passions based on
their attribution to the body or to the soul is a feature of the Solitary’s thought. The passions of
the body are connected to bodily appetites and must be conquered first, while the passions of the
soul affect human relations and are conquered at a later and more morally advanced stage.

25

The passions that are discussed at length in the Dialogues are pride and haughtiness (33-36), desire for
praise (30-32), anger (51-53), fear (82-84), love (18-20), and zeal (20-22).
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B. Distinction according to Object
In addition to distinguishing the passions based on attribution, John also recognizes
“variations” (or species) of the same passion. These variations are based on the different possible
objects a passion has. As discussed in an earlier chapter, every passion has an object; it is
intentional, in the sense that is it about something. One is normally not simply joyful, but joyful
about a certain state of affairs. Distinguishing passions by object is recognizing that a person’s
joy (or any other passion, for that matter) can be about multiple things or “objects,” and that not
all experiences of joy are the same. The object of a person’s joy distinguishes that joy from other
experiences of joy. This is important because what distinguishes passions from one another is not
primarily their qualia, that is, the person’s subjective experience of the passions. In fact, many
passions “feel” the same, as does the same passion with different objects. Rejoicing about one’s
wedding does not “subjectively feel” much different than rejoicing about getting a promotion at
work, except in terms of its meaning and intensity. In other words, the object of a passion helps
to determine and specify the passion.
For John, the important function of this object-based distinction is prognostic, meaning
that the object of a passion partly determines the probability of being cured of that passion. This
prognostic function operates clearly in John’s treatment of the desire for glory. He writes that
because not everyone is of one mind [concerning] the desire for glory (roḥmat šubḥo), I
will show the distinction (puršono) within this passion, even if not all its distinctions, but
only three variations (šuḥlopin) in it, because it is different in each person. Now, there are
those who desire to be glorified for establishing worldly things […]; and those who seek
to be praised for virtuous things (šapiroto) […] and there are those who seek to please
others through authority. (33-34)
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John argues here that the intentional object of a passion determines its “variation.” For a
meticulous psychologist like him, simply considering the passion itself is insufficient for a
proper prognostic. In the case of the desire for glory, the intentional object is that for which the
person desires to be praised. John considers three such objects: possessions, virtue, and authority.
In terms of typology, the persons desiring praise for these objects are the wealthy, the virtuous,
and the cunning politician, respectively.
This distinction yields different prognostics which are based on one criterion, namely,
“for which of these three orders of people will there be a struggle (ʾaguno) to be delivered from
the passion of the desire for praise” (37). John’s concern is not about the degree of difficulty the
three types of people will face in removing this passion, but about their willingness to fight
against the passion. Simply put, the person’s degree of willingness to struggle against a passion
determines the probability of removing that passion.
About the first variation John says that “those who boast about the establishment of the
world, there is no possibility for them to struggle. […] Because their mind is imprisoned in that
which humans can see, their thought does not leave the place of the desire for glory” (37). In
other words, fighting against a passion requires that one acknowledge its wrongness and have the
will to conquer it. But, in this case, the person’s mind and will are “imprisoned” in materialistic
considerations, and therefore, do not fight the passion nor recognize the need to do so.
Unlike this type, the one who desires to be praised for virtue will struggle “from time to
time, so that his virtues may not be for the sake of praise from people” (38). This person
struggles against the desire for praise because “he seeks to direct [his virtuous deeds] to the aim
of pleasing God and not people” (38). Yet, whenever he thinks of doing good, this passion is
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stirred up in him. In this case, the person is aware of the problematic nature of his desire and has
the will to fight it. This allows for at least the possibility of removing this passion. 26
The way John describes the person of the third variation—the person who desires to be
praised for authority—fits the profile of the cunning politician. The example John proposes is the
biblical figure of Absalom. In the Second Book of Samuel, Absalom is said to have overthrown
his father, King David, and laid the grounds for his coup by fomenting among the people a
dissatisfaction with the King’s administration of justice. He endeared himself to the people by
promising justice and feigning humility.27 But his humility was only the means to usurping
power. John interprets Absalom’s tactic as someone who, “with the appearance of humility
(beskimo dmakikuto), speaks to each person listening to him in accordance with [the listener’s]
mind” (35). In other words, Absalom feigned humility and agreement with people in order to be
glorified and become popular, and so that, through his popularity, he might gain a position of
authority. John notes that such a person “is more deeply cunning (ḥarʿuto) in his craft” than the

26

This is a seeming impasse: wanting to do good, but not being able to do so to avoid falling victim to the
desire for praise. John suggestion to get out of this impasse is noteworthy. He advises such a person “to not turn
from doing virtuous things, […] for there is no benefit to ceasing good deeds. [But] everyone is helped by doing
virtuous deeds” (38-39). John seems to think, then, that the benefit of doing good deeds, such as helping the poor,
outweighs the risk of succumbing to the passion of desire for praise. John’s discussion of the impact of pride on
virtue evokes Augustine’s objection to the possibility of pagan virtue. For Augustine, when it comes to pagan moral
behavior, even what may seem like virtue—understood as acquired habits, not as individual virtuous acts—is at best
a “splendid vice,” that is, a “glittery” disposition that fails to amount to virtue because it is not informed by charity.
One of the reasons Augustine gives is that the moral deeds of pagans are inescapably contaminated with pride,
superbia. The heroic and noble actions of the Romans, Augustine claims, all aim at the individual’s own glory and
honor, not at God’s glory. See Jennifer A. Herdt, Putting on Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2008), 48–50. The Solitary is not concerned with pagan virtue here, nor with virtue as a
disposition. He is describing the struggle of the virtuous person against the passion of the desire for praise and the
dilemma it raises. John’s focus on virtuous deeds, as opposed to dispositions, allows him to eschew the theoretical
complexities of defining “true” virtue and to endorse virtuous deeds even in the absence of perfect virtue.
27

“Whenever a man approached [Absalom] to show homage, he would extend his hand, hold him, and kiss
him. By behaving in this way toward all the Israelites who came to the king for judgment, Absalom was stealing the
heart of Israel” (2 Sam 15:5-6).
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other two types (35), implying that he is aware of, and intentional about, the manipulation he
perpetrates on people. He is committing evil knowingly and has no will to struggle against this
passion. Therefore, he will not be freed from this passion (38).
Thus, John’s treatment of the desire for glory demonstrates that object-based distinction
is critical for evaluating the probability of curing this passion. What is more, this object-based
distinction also serves an axiological function, meaning that it helps to determine the moral value
of a passion. A good illustration of this axiological function is John’s treatment of the passion of
fear. In the Fourth Dialogue Eusebius raises the question of the object of fear: “Because by the
name ‘fear’ are called [both] the fear of God and the fear of the world,” he says, “discern for us
the kinds (puršonaw(hy)) of this so-called fear” (82). In his response John distinguishes two
variations of fear. The first is the fear of the world (deḥlteh dʿolmo), which consists of “fear of
nights, anxiety and terror of things, fear of enemies” (82). 28 John specifies that it is the body that
causes this fear because it is liable to be injured by the objects it fears. The (immaterial) soul is
not by nature subject to the fear of the world because, not only it cannot be harmed by what
harms the body, but it is even strengthened by the body’s adversity (83). Yet, John cautions, if
the soul “turns towards the body” (ponyo ṣed pagro) 29 and “is mixed with the body in one mind”
(bḥulṭono daḥdo tariʿto), it participates (mšatwpo) in the body’s fear of the world.
28

In Thomistic parlance, these would be considered subjective parts of the passion, that is, kinds or types of
the passion. Aquinas, “The Summa Theologica,” II–II, 48. a.1.
29
The expression “turning towards” describes a moral orientation of the person. It means directing one’s
attention, concern, and sympathy for the object one is “turned towards.” In the Dialogues there are two such moral
orientations: being “turned towards the body,” or “towards the soul”/“the soul turning towards itself” (44, 46, 66).
The concept of the “soul turning towards itself” is reminiscent of the philosophical notion of epistrophê. Lloyd P.
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Chart 4.3. Variations of the passion of fear
The Passion of Fear
Soul’s
nature
Free
from all
fear

Fear of the World
Body’s Soul “turned Soul “turned
nature
towards the
towards
body”
itself”
Fear
Fear of the
(no fear)
from
world by
Love and joy
injury
association
with the
body

Fear of God
Soul and body in
Soul’s knowledge
agreement
above the body
Fear of (eternal)
punishment

Fear of being
deprived of the
knowledge of the
Mysteries of God

In line with his commitment to the soul’s natural impassibility, John attributes fear to the
soul only “by association” with the body. Yet, the soul’s embodiment does not mean an
automatic association with the body’s passions. A person can feel joy even as the body grieves:
John explains that, as humans “grieve the subjection of the body to all these [afflictions], they
ought to rejoice in their inner person, which is above all of these [afflictions]” (83-84). John
describes this movement as “turning towards the soul in love and joy” (83). In other words, it is
possible for the soul, while in the body, to “turn towards itself” and rejoice, even as the body
suffers. This suggests that the soul is free to choose not to be affected by the passion of fear. Its
association with the body is not deterministic.
The moral value of this variation of fear is embedded in its connection with the world and
the body, which are inferior to the realm of the soul. John clearly believes that the soul must not
succumb to the fear of the world, since it cannot be harmed by the world. But he has also

Gerson, “Epistrophe Pros Heauton: History and Meaning,” Documenti E Studi Sulla Tradizione Filosofica
Medievale, no. 8: 1–32. For John, however, the goal of this self-reflexive orientation of the soul is not primarily
epistemological but moral. It does not aim at acquiring a higher form of knowledge, free from bodily senses, but at
directing the person’s attention away from worldly affairs and towards eschatology.
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introduced here an additional qualifier, rendering his analysis even more intricate. In addition to
the object-based distinction, he also assigns different values depending on the soul’s moral
orientation. The variation in which the soul is burdened with bodily concerns (“turned towards
the body”) is, obviously, morally inferior to the others because of the body’s ontological
inferiority.
Moral orientation is also operational in the second variation of fear, the fear of God.
Unlike the fear of the world, this variation can be beneficial because it has a worthy object, to
wit, God. But like the fear of the world, the fear of God can be divided into two sub-variations,
depending on the body-soul dynamic. The first sub-variation is when there is body-soul
concurrence—when body and soul “agree in one mind.” Its manifestations are the “fear of
judgment, anxiety about being blamed, trembling from the torment of Gehenna, [and] the fear of
angering God” (84). 30 Hence, this fear is eschatological and is experienced under the aspect of
the fear of punishment. However, “when the soul is in a knowledge more powerful than the
body,” its fear of God is “that it would not be worthy of future majesty (rabuto), that it would be
deprived of that true wisdom, [and] that it would be a stranger to the Mysteries of God” (84).
This fear of God, when the soul is above bodily influence, is the fear of not receiving the
eschatological knowledge of God’s Mysteries (see Chart 4.3).

30

The concept of sub-variations is akin to the Thomistic concept of “integral parts” which Aquinas applied
to the virtues. Aquinas says that “integral parts” of a virtue are to the virtue as “wall, roof, and foundations are parts
of a house.” Integral parts are, in short, foundational to a virtue. Aquinas, “The Summa Theologica,” II–II, 48. a.1.
The same could be said of the sub-variations of passions in the Dialogues. In this view, fear of judgment, anxiety
about being blamed, trembling from the torment of Gehenna, and fear of angering God are all foundational to the
fear of God.
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That fear of God is morally beneficial is clear from the role John assigns to it in the
compunction of the soul. There he claims that the fear of God “leads one to grieve over his
deeds” (16). It is a sign that one has progressed from the level of the body, where there is no fear
of God (23), to the level of the soul. In this sense, it is a morally beneficial passion. 31 But, in its
eschatological scope, fear admits of more moral gradation when coupled with the body-soul
dynamic. Clearly, the fear of God, when the soul’s knowledge overcomes bodily influence or
aims at eschatological realities, is morally superior to both the fear of God in compunction, let
alone the fear of the world.
John’s treatment of the passion of fear illustrates how John distinguishes some passions
according to their object and, depending on to the body-soul dynamic involved in the experience
of that passion, into sub-variations. This fine and methodical analysis allows him to assign
different values, not only to individual passions, but also to different variations of the same
passion. This distinction also serves as a measure of one’s spiritual and moral progress, since
people at different stages of moral growth experience different variations of fear.
To summarize this first section, examining the lists and categories of the passions in
John’s works reveals his deep interest in the passions. Passions are a central and recurrent theme
in his thought. His analysis of the passions is meticulous and nuanced. Yet, this knowledge of the
passions is not for its own sake but to provide the theoretical grounds for the therapy of the
passions and the consequent growth in virtue. Distinguishing the passions based on their
attribution to the soul or the body helps to order the therapeutic process, while object-based
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John is emphatic that fear has no place at the level of the spirit, or in the New Life, where there is no fear
of any sorts, not even of God. He says that “the first acme of infancy is the lack of concern for the fear of God” (23).
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distinctions have important prognostic and axiological functions. To complete this picture,
however, it is important to examine John’s understanding of what a passion is, or more
specifically, what the structure of a passion is. Answering these questions requires understanding
the connection between passions, thoughts, and stirrings. This will be the object of the next
section.
II. The Structure of the Passions
A. Passions and Thoughts
1.Passions and Thoughts in Greek Philosophy
Although ubiquitous in ancient Greek thought, the term “passion” has no universal
definition. Even among writers who agree on a few basic ideas, such as that the soul is the seat of
the passions or that the passions can be harmful, there is no agreement on what a passion is. The
dispute often centered around which of the following elements, or combination thereof,
constitute the structure of passion: cognition (thoughts, beliefs, or judgments), feelings,
physiological reactions, and behavior. Philosophers disagree on which of these elements is
essential to the definition of a passion, and which is accidental; which is a necessary
concomitant, and which is occasional. Understanding the contours of this debate is important
inasmuch as they influenced Christian writers, including the Solitary.
Perhaps the best way to approach the debate on the structure of the passions is by
examining the most comprehensive description of the passions, that is, the definition that
incorporates most of the elements cited above. This description comes from the Rhetoric, in
which Aristotle teaches the orator how to elicit different passions in his audience through his
words. After analyzing Aristotle’s tutorial, Simo Knuuttila re-constructs the Aristotelian
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“emotional process,” which he reduces to four elements. According to Knuuttila, for a passion to
emerge, there must be
(1) an evaluation [which] states that something positive or negative is happening to the
subject (or to someone else in a way which is relevant to the subject). (2) A pleasant or
unpleasant feeling about the content of the evaluation is associated with the evaluation.
These are accompanied by (3) a behavioural suggestion, a spontaneous impulse towards
action, and (4) bodily changes. 32
Simply put, a passion is aroused when two elements are simultaneously present: first, a belief
that a good or a bad event has occurred which affects the person directly (or, indirectly, by
happening to someone they cherish); second, a pleasant or unpleasant feeling about the event.
Both elements, for Aristotle, constitute the passion. Feelings which are not connected to the
cognitive evaluation are not passions, but rather akin to moods. Conversely, a belief that a bad
event has befallen one does not alone constitute a passion without the corresponding feeling.
Knuuttila calls this theory “compositional” because it views passions as necessarily “composed”
of cognition and feelings. 33
In addition to the evaluative belief and the feeling, Aristotle incorporates in the emotional
experience a “behavioral suggestion,” which means that he assigns to the passions a role in
motivating the person to act in a certain way in accordance with the passion. For example, desire
is accompanied by the impulse to reach for the desired object. Finally, the passion is also
accompanied by a psychophysiological event, such as blushing, trembling, or tachycardia. 34
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Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 32.
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Such theory fits well with Aristotle’s hylomorphic anthropology, see Knuuttila, 24–47.

34

Knuuttila observes that in De anima Aristotle proposes a causal understanding of passions with the
physiological changes being seen as material cause of the passion and the evaluation and the behavioral suggestion
as its formal cause, see Knuuttila, 32.
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Worthy of note is that the behavioral and psychophysiological elements are only concomitants of
the passion and not its constitutive elements. They reliably accompany the passion without being
part of its essence.
Aristotle’s rich and full description of the emotional process stands in contrast with other,
minimalistic accounts. As mentioned earlier, the crux of the philosophical debate on passions is
the exact role of cognition, even though most philosophers agree that this role is crucial. In her
survey of the passions in Platonic, Peripatetic, and Hellenic thought, Martha Nussbaum sees a
common thread tying all these philosophies, namely, that passions “have a very intimate
relationship to beliefs, and can be modified by a modification of belief.” 35 By “beliefs”
Nussbaum means thoughts which bear a propositional content, even if the person holding these
thoughts is not always fully aware of it. 36 The disagreement, however, is on the exact relation
between beliefs and passions. Nussbaum distinguishes “four theses” that philosophers hold on
this question: 37
1. The necessity thesis: “The relevant belief is necessary for the passion.” This thesis
posits that a passion would not occur without being connected to a belief. In this view, a blind
reaction to a stimulus or mere bodily sensation is not a passion. A passion, properly speaking,
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Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire, 80.

36

Belief renders the Greek doxa. Beliefs may be generic or specific, and they interact with passions
differently depending on their level of specificity. For instance, a person may have the generic belief that her life is
valuable and she is attached to it, or the specific belief that her life may be taken away from her, or the very specific
belief that someone is trying to kill her now. These beliefs produce, if not different passions, at least different
degrees of the same passion: whereas one belief may cause a diffuse sense of anxiety, another may produce intense
fear or a panic attack. Nevertheless, all these levels of belief share a cognitive nature, see Nussbaum, 371.
37

Nussbaum, 371.
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requires the existence of a concurrent belief. Grief, for instance, requires that a person believe
that she has lost something or someone of significant value and import to her well-being.
Furthermore, belief is necessary because a passion draws its identity and meaning, not from the
feelings which accompany it, but from the thoughts that accompany it. In fact, many passions
share common feelings and physiological reactions. For instance, physiological arousal occurs
both in a state of fear (fight or flight) and in a state of sexual excitement. It is the person’s
appraisal of, or belief about, the situation (“harm is about to occur” or “this person is sexually
attractive”) that allows her to identify the passion she is experiencing, whether it is fear or lust.
Nussbaum calls this relationship of necessity between passion and belief the “the weakest thesis
that seems to be accepted by any major Greek thinker, from Plato on,” with the exception of
Posidonius.38 Weak as it may be, this thesis is a foundational philosophical tenet which
influenced Christian psychology for centuries.
2. The constitution thesis: “The belief is a (necessary) constituent element in the
passion.” This is a stronger form of the first thesis, and it is the one held by Aristotle. According
to this second thesis, the belief is not simply attached to the passion but is one of the elements
constituting the passion—the other constituent being the feeling. If one of these elements lacks,
the person would not be said to experience a passion. Realizing that one has lost someone dear
without the corresponding unpleasant feeling does not constitute a passion, according to this
thesis, but a mere thought.

38

Nussbaum, 80.
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3. The sufficiency thesis: “The belief is sufficient for the passion.” This thesis states that
a certain belief reliably produces the passion relevant to it. For example, for a person X to feel
pity for a person Y, it is sufficient for X to believe that Y, for whom she cares, has suffered an
undeserved, significant loss.
4. The identity thesis: “The belief is identical to the passion.” This is the strongest thesis
of all four, and it states that passions are beliefs, regardless whether any feelings or sensations
accompany it. Not only do feelings not constitute the passion, according to this thesis, but their
presence or absence is irrelevant to the emotional experience. For example, the belief a person
holds that she has suffered a great loss is itself the passion of grief.
Greek philosophers have espoused one or more of the four theses. According to
Nussbaum, Plato and Epicurus hold the thesis of necessity and possibly nothing else. 39 In
addition to the necessity thesis, Aristotle holds the constitution thesis and, as the Rhetoric
suggests, he also holds the sufficiency thesis. Later Stoic thought, following Chrysippus, holds
the strong thesis of identity between beliefs and passions. 40
To recapitulate, throughout the history of Greek philosophy, a fundamental connection is
acknowledged between a cognitive element (thought, belief, or judgement) and passions. This
connection can take many forms, the strongest of which being the Chrysippian identification of
passions with beliefs. This philosophical discussion framed the Christian debate on passions, and
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Nussbaum adds, however, that the position of Plato and Epicurus on the constitution thesis is unclear,
and Epicurus “might be prepared to grant” the sufficiency thesis. Nussbaum, 372.
40

Nussbaum, 372.
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the positions of different Christian writers on the issue largely fall along the lines of these four
theses.
2.Passions and Thoughts in the Dialogues
Where does the Solitary stand on the question of the connection between beliefs and
passions? John’s equivalent of “belief” (doxa) is the Syriac term ḥušobo, which means thought.
Most often used in its plural form, ḥušobe (thoughts), this term occurs 54 times in the Dialogues,
signaling the centrality of this concept to John’s ascetic theology. Although they are qualified as
“internal” (gawoye (6) or dalgaw (31)), thoughts are clearly assigned a central and powerful role
in moral life. This is because, for John, thoughts are the “cause” (ʿelto) of deeds (5). They are not
inert cognitions; on the contrary, they bear an impulsive content and a behavioral suggestion
which can move a person to behave in a certain way. John calls this motivational power the
thought’s “will” (ṣebyono) (6).
Unlike Evagrius’ logismoi, which are thoughts, John’s thoughts (ḥušobe) are not
essentially evil or against reason. They can move the person to good deeds as well as to sin. The
mere fact that thoughts “stir the mind” does not automatically render them harmful disturbances.
In fact, depending on their object and content, thoughts can be part of the highest level of
spiritual progress. In that sense, John teaches that, at the level of the spirit, “there is never a
moment when one’s mind (reʿyono) is not moved (nobho) by God’s wisdom” (14). Hence,
thoughts are described in the Dialogues as pure (dakye) (87, 88), calm (bhile) (86), enlightened
(nahire) (87), and beneficial (mʿadrone) (29). But they are also pejoratively qualified as earthly
(ʾarʿone), bodily (dpagro) (78), erroneous (ḥušobe dṭoʿyuto) (50), impure (ṭamoto) (61), foul
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(ṣo’e) (63, 87, 88), hateful (snayo) (62, 85), and evil (biše) (13, 78, 90). In short, the moral value
of thoughts is, at least in part, a function of their content and object.
These adjectives focus on the quality of the thoughts. But thoughts can also become
problematic quantitatively, and this is when they play a more significant role in the passions.
John asserts that, when thoughts multiply (sogyo) (78), they can distract (’aphi) (27), trouble
(šageš), and shake (ṭarep) the mind (78). He adds that if, when evil thoughts multiply, the person
surrenders (ašlem) her mind to them, evil passions (and deeds) come to pass. The more intense
and persistent (tkibe) the thoughts, the more intense the passion (16). This establishes a causal
relation between thoughts and passions, not only in terms of moral value (evil thoughts beget evil
passions), but also in terms of intensity (intense thoughts beget intense passions).
John’s passage on tears illustrates well this causal relation between thoughts and
passions. Discussing “which thoughts stir up (mziʿin)” tears in the mind (breʿyono) of the
somatic (pagrono) person during prayer (16), John gives the following thoughts as examples:
“Reflection on one’s poverty, remembering one’s afflictions, thinking of one’s children,
suffering [inflicted] by one’s oppressors, care for one’s house, and the memory of one’s
deceased.” 41 Simply put, thinking about occurrent or potential harm stirs up the passion of tears.
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The subject of tears is prominent in pagan and early Christian literatures. For example, Seneca discusses
tears specifically in the context of mourning and examines their interplay with the mourner’s will. Some tears
simply “fall from the impact against our will: the tears which we allow to escape when we go over the remembrance
of those we have lost are different, and there is something sweet in the sadness when their pleasant talk, their
cheerful speech, and their attentive devotion come to our mind; then the eyes are released as if in joy.” Lucius
Annaeus Seneca, Selected Letters, trans. Elaine Fantham, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 215. For Seneca, the wise “allows” tears to fall, meaning that they do not fall against his will. Forced
or fake tears, on the other hand, as well as unduly repressed tears, are “shameful,” especially if aroused by the
presence of other people. The Solitary also cautions the praying person not to shed tears in the presence of other
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John does not connect thoughts immediately with tears, however, but mediates them through the
passion of sorrow. He writes that “from the persistence of these thoughts, sorrow (karyuto)
intensifies in [the person], and from sorrow are born tears” (16).
In the example of tears, the causal relation between passions and thoughts is viewed
positively, meaning that it shows how certain thoughts can cause a passion. But John also
formulates this causal relation negatively, by examining how the absence of certain salutary
thoughts can cause passions. A good illustration of this negative causation is the passion of the
desire for praise and its cluster (pride, boastfulness, etc.), which John bases on “foolish thinking”
(tarʿito saklto) or faulty beliefs. John writes that “the first cause of all hateful causes [of the
desire for praise] is that humans do not wisely consider (metḥakmin) the weakness (mḥiluto) of
their nature and the mutability (šuḥlopo) of their affairs” (33). John is underscoring here the
thoughts, whose absence from one’s mind allows the emergence of the desire for praise. Earlier,
at the beginning of his discussion, John elaborates more on the content of one’s foolish thinking.
He writes:
This passion [of the desire for praise] begins with boastfulness. And boastfulness itself
begins with foolish thinking. This folly [is] from the lack of knowledge about life,
because humans do not understand (lo metbaynin) the weakness (mḥiluto) of their affairs
and the vanity (sriquto) of the glory [that comes] from them. And also because they do
not understand the wonder of God’s works, the wisdom of his providence, or the
deficiency (bṣiruto) of the nature of humans, who wither before they even blossom (30).

people for the sake of vainglory (16). The secondary literature on the Christian use of tears in connection with
compunction (penthos) or repentance is immense. For illustration, see Irénée Hausherr, Penthos; La Doctrine de La
Componction Dans l’Orient Chrétien, Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 132 (Roma: Pont. Institutum Orientalium
Studiorum, 1944) and Hannah Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief: Tears of Contrition in the Writings of the Early Syrian and
Byzantine Fathers, The Medieval Mediterranean, v. 57 (Leiden ; Brill, 2004).
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This cluster of passions, then, is caused by foolish thinking, which is characterized negatively by
a lack of knowledge and understanding. 42 This ignorance pertains to two realities: ignorance of
the deficiency and weakness of human nature and ignorance of the wisdom of God and his
wondrous, providential work. Ignorant of these two realities, humans can fall prey to vanity and
the desire for praise.
In sum, the examples of tears and desire for praise show a causal connection between
thoughts (or beliefs) and passions: In the first, the connection is between a passion and its related
thoughts; but in the second, it is between a passion and the absence or ignorance of certain
thoughts. Moreover, both examples show a linear, unidirectional causal chain from thoughts to
passion. Causality between thoughts and passions may not always be unidirectional, however, as
is evidenced by a description John gives of the passion of anger. He writes that “thoughts of
anger” can make a person “boil (rtaḥ) with anger” (22). But when one expresses anger in an
“outpouring of words,” stirrings of anger (zawʿe dḥemto) find “calm relief” (ruḥto danyoḥo), and
“thoughts of anger” clear out of one’s mind (25). Two sequences are described here. In the first
sequence angry thoughts cause a person to “boil with anger,” and, in the second, the calming of
stirrings eliminates angry thoughts. This process can be represented graphically as follows:
Thoughts enter mind

boiling with anger
Outpouring of words

Thoughts clear mind

42

relieved impulses

John specifies that “it is because they do not seek to reflect on these [thoughts] that they are seduced by
the desire for mutual praise” (30).
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This shows mutual causality, whereby thoughts can cause emotions to arise and intensify, but
expurgated passions can eliminate the very thoughts which gave rise to them. The outpouring of
words is a form of catharsis, meaning that of anger verbal expression helps to expurgate the
passion of anger. 43 This catharsis calms the angry impulses and subsequently clears the mind of
angry thoughts. This mutual causality may be unique to the passion of anger and is not afforded
to all the passions or even to all the types of anger. John is here considering a specific type of
anger, namely, frequent and acute anger. The same catharsis is not, for instance, afforded to
people who cunningly conceal their anger and do not verbalize it (25).
The examples of tears and anger raise an important question: Does John see passions and
psychophysiological reactions as concomitants, as Aristotle does? The information available on
this topic in the Dialogues is too scant to provide a clear answer, but the examples of tears and
anger provide a few clues. The case of tears is complicated because, although tears may, at first
blush, appear as a psychophysiological expression of the passion of sorrow, John calls them a
passion in their own right. 44 This seems to preclude tears from being viewed as mere
concomitants of passion.
But even if tears were not a passion, and merely the psychophysiological manifestation of
one, they remain accidental to the passion. In fact, John claims that the passion of tears is always
mediated through another passion, depending on the person’s level of spiritual progress: through
the passion of sorrow (karyuto) at the somatic level, fear at the psychical level, and wonder at the
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On the use of catharsis as a form of therapy in Greek philosophy, see Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of
Mind, 288–300.
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He writes that “the mind is stirred up by the passion of tears” (ḥašo ddmaʿe) (16).
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greatness of God at the pneumatic level. John does not see tears, then, as independent, since they
draw their meaning from the passion which mediates them. Consequently, even if they were a
mere bodily expression, tears are accidental aspects of their mediating passions, since one can be
sorrowful or joyful and, yet, not weep.
Similarly, the passion of anger presents its own challenges. John uses in the above
passage the phrase “to boil (rtaḥ) with anger” (22) and, elsewhere, the phrase “to burn
(ʾetgawzal) with anger” (35, 36). But it is not clear if “boiling” refers to a psychophysiological
reaction, or if it is meant figuratively, to indicate the intensity of the passion. 45 One clue may be
that boiling is presented as caused by thoughts of anger, and it could be reasonably assumed to
be distinct from thoughts and, therefore, non-cognitive. It would not be surprising if by boiling or
burning John means bodily sensations related to anger, since anger is historically associated in
Greek philosophy with heat and boiling of the blood. 46 But there is not enough textual evidence
to confirm this interpretation.
So, despite a few passing references to what may be construed as psychophysiological
manifestations in connection with tears and anger, this type of manifestation is largely ignored in
the treatment of other passions. Instead, John focuses on the cognitive dimension, that is, the

The term ḥemto, anger, literally means “heat.” This puts the verbs “to boil” or “to burn” in the same
semantic field as the term anger. John uses a similar verb, rtaḥ, which means to heat up or overboil, in reference to
the movement of the passion of love in the mind (reʿyono) (19, 58), of wrath (rugzo) and zeal (ṭnono) (22). He also
uses this verb to speak of the “fervor” of the mind (ratḥo reʿyono) (57, 73) and being fervent for the love of learning
(rotaḥ broḥmat yulpono) (70).
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Aristotle writes in De anima that “a physicist would define an affection of soul differently from a
dialectician; the latter would define anger as the appetite for returning pain for pain, or something like that, while the
former would define it as a boiling of the blood or warm substance surrounding the heart.” Aristotle, “On the Soul,”
1409. Similarly, Evagrius calls anger “a boiling over of the irascible part.” Evagrius of Pontus, Evagrius of Pontus:
The Greek Ascetic Corpus, 99.
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thoughts that cause passions. Even such a passion as fear (81), which easily lends itself to a
psychophysiological description, is treated exclusively in terms of the thoughts which cause it.
To summarize, this part has shown the close connection in John’s mind between passions
and thoughts. This connection is due either to the direct influence on the Solitary of Greek
philosophers, or to an indirect influence via Christian writers, such as Evagrius. To get a more
complete picture of the structure of passions, however, it is necessary now to look at the
connection between passions and stirrings.
B. Passions and Stirrings
John views human psychology as dynamic, meaning that, for him, all psychological
phenomena are, by nature, movements or motions. The Syriac term he uses most frequently to
designate psychological motion is zawʿe (the plural of zawʿo), and it means stirrings or
impulses. 47 In the physical world, zawʿo refers to the trembling of earthquakes and the
movements of the planets. It can, therefore, convey either the sense of a violent agitation or a
regular movement. In the Dialogues its derivative verb, ʾetziʿ—which means to be stirred up,
impelled, agitated, or shaken—describes the state of the body or the soul under the action of the
passions. The high frequency of the noun “stirrings” and the verb “to stir” in the Dialogues
(respectively, 43 and 33 times) signals the highly dynamic character of John’s psychology. 48
Although “impulses” and “stirrings” translate the Syriac zawʿe equally well, the term “stirrings” is
preferred here to maintain the identity between the noun (stirrings) and the verb (to stir) of the same Syriac root.
When discussing the notion of impulses in Greek philosophy, the term impulse will be used, in alignment with
common English translations and secondary literature on the topic.
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John also uses twice a less common form of the word zawʿe, namely, its abstract form metziʿonuto
which, like zawʿo, also means “impulse.” Johannes von Lykopolis, Ein Dialog über die Seele, 4, 47. De Halleux
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The term zawʿo is polysemic in the Dialogues. In some contexts, it refers to the “power”
or faculty of a nature. John teaches, in that direction, that the human being is constituted with the
two powers (zawʿin) of two natures, namely, the power of bodily senses (zawʿto dregše) (2),
which is sense-perception, and the power of the “subtle stirrings” of the soul (qaṭinuto dzawʿe)
(2, 3), which are the cognitive (“subtle”) powers of the soul. Examples of the cognitive activities
described as “stirrings” in the Dialogues are reflection (zawʿe dmarnyoto, “the stirrings of
reflection”) (3), thoughts (bholen ḥušobe metziʿin, being “stirred up by these thoughts”) (3, 13),
and knowledge (zawʿe didaʿto, the stirrings of knowledge) (85). Thus, to think and to know, for
John, is a dynamic function of the mind. Conversely, “stirrings” can also refer to that which
disrupts rational thought: troubling (šgiše) stirrings can affect the mind (tariʿto) (73, 79), cause
confusion (bliluto) (86), and distract (zawʿe dpahyo) the soul at the time of prayer (14). In sum,
the term “stirrings” has as a wide understanding in the Dialogues attached to cognition and
bodily senses, and it can designate motions which support or impede cognition and knowledge. 49

points out that this term has also been used by the common Syriac version S1 of Evagrius’s Kephalia Gnostica. The
Evagrian origin of this term, de Halleux continues, is confirmed by Philoxenus. André de Halleux, “La Christologie
de Jean le Solitaire,” Le Muséon 94, no. 1–2 [1981]: 20; See also André de Halleux, “Le milieu historique de Jean le
Solitaire: une hypothèse,” in III Symposium Syriacum, 1980: les contacts du monde syriaque avec les autres
cultures : (Goslar 7-11 Septembre 1980), ed. René Lavenant, Orientalia Christiana Analecta ; 221 (Roma: Pont.
Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1983), 304. Examining the influence of Evagrius and John of Apamea on Isaac
of Nineveh through common word usage, Brock finds multiple instances of common use of the words ḥaše
(passions) and zawʿe (impulses), but, curiously, he does not consider the use of the word metziʿonuto. Sebastian
Brock, “Discerning the Evagrian in the Writings of Isaac of Nineveh: A Preliminary Investigation,” Adamantius 15
(January 2009): 65–66. The word metziʿonuto is used many times by Isaac, as Brock’s own translation of Isaac’s
“The Second Part” attests. See, for instance, Isaac of Nineveh (Isaac the Syrian), “The Second Part”, Chapters IVXLI, trans. Sebastian P. Brock, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium v. 555, Scriptores Syri, t. 225
(Lovanii: In aedibus Peeters, 1995), 91, 110.
The Solitary uses the verb ʾetziʿ to indicate the motion of passions, but he chooses another verb to
indicate non-passionate psychological motion. For example, he uses the verb nbah (to be awakened) to indicate the
49
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How are stirrings related to passions? According to John, stirrings “constitute”
(mqaymin) the passions (39). This suggests that, while not all stirrings are passions, passions are
themselves stirrings. But, if so, how do passions differ from other types of stirrings, such as the
stirrings of knowledge? To answer this question, it is helpful to understand how the passions
historically came to be associated with stirrings in Greek philosophy.
1.Passions and Impulses in Greek philosophy
The Greek term commonly translated as “impulse” in philosophical literature, and which
bears close affinity to the Syriac zawʿo, is the Stoic term hormē. An impulse or hormē is an
“action tendency,” that is, a motivation to act a certain way. 50 For the Stoics, both animals and
humans experience hormai. In animals, the instinct of self-preservation (oikeiosis) is a hormē,
that is, a natural impulse to pursue what is necessary for survival and to avoid threats to one’s
life. In humans, impulses are not instinctive but connected to the mind: they ensue from a special
type of mental “impression” (phantasia).
A certain type of impression, then, produces an impulse or hormē. A person receives
impressions through bodily senses, and this sense-data “imprints” on the person’s psychic
material. For the Stoics, the psychic material is physical and malleable, and the stereotypical

soul’s reflection, free from the bodily influence (3, 29); the stirrings of knowledge (85); the intelligence (tarʿito)
moved by wisdom from God (14. 64, 71); joy (8, 55); and the knowledge of Divine Mysteries (56). One exception is
when John uses this verb for the arousal of the passion of malice (26). It is not clear whether the two verbs ʾetziʿ and
nbah designate motions of different intensities or of different qualities, meaning whether one verb refers to
passionate motions and the other does not. But the examples of the use of the verb nbah share a common connection
to a higher form of knowledge, favoring the qualitative interpretation of “non-passionate stirrings.” Regardless, this
confirms that John’s psychological ideal is not an “un-moved” mind, but a mind moved with good stirrings.
50

Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 42. Although Sorabji accepts the conventional translation of hormai
as impulses, he opines that “desire” would have been a better translation. This is because he does not view hormai as
“impulsive” or wholly involuntary.
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analogy for mental impressions in Hellenistic philosophy is the imprint of a signet ring in wax. 51
Impressions can be of two types: basic or hormetic or “impulsory.” A basic impression carries a
simple descriptive proposition, such as, “this is a lion,” but it is at this stage an unverified
proposition—a mere thought. When a person lends assent (sunkatathesis) to the impression and
ratifies it— “Yes, this is indeed a lion”—the mere thought becomes a belief (doxa) or a judgment
(krisis). 52 But there is a special kind of impression, which is not simply descriptive, but a
“proposition of a particular ‘impulsory’ kind,” to use Margaret Graver’s phrase. 53 This is a
proposition which pertains to action, such as “it is appropriate for me to eat now.” The assent to
this type of “impulsory” proposition comes in the form of an impulse, a hormē, and in the case of
the last example, the impulse to eat. The impulse is not an action, but a nudge to act in a certain
way. Action ensues when one assents to both the impulsory proposition and the impulse and acts
accordingly. For example, one eats an apple when one assents to the proposition that it is
appropriate for one to eat an apple as well as to the impulse to eat the apple.
Hormai are, then, an operational, motivational tool necessary for survival. They are not
random in that they are intimately connected to, and guided by, beliefs. But how do they relate to
passions? For Zeno, a passion is a special kind of impulse: it is hormē pleonazousa, or an
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Belief and judgment both roughly mean to endorse an impression, but there is some difference in whether
they apply to an endorsement of the impression by a wise or non-wise person. They are here used interchangeably
because this level of nuance is not relevant to present purposes. See Graver, 226–27, n.38.
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Graver, 27. Sorabji calls it a “motivating (hormētikē) appearance.” Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind,
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“excessive impulse,” that is, an action tendency “of a certain powerful kind.” 54 Richard Sorabji
interprets this excess to mean, at least for Chrysippus, the disobedience of these impulses to
reason and the tendency of the person to get “carried away” under their influence. 55 For Zeno,
then, passions are “excessive” impulses attached to action-related propositions or beliefs. 56
Just like regular impulses, passions involve an assent to certain propositions, which in the
case of passions are propositions about ourselves and the world, such as “it is appropriate for me
to be joyful for graduating from college.” Such propositions touch at the core of a person’s value
system: they betray what she considers worth rejoicing about or being sad for and, ultimately,
what she deems good or bad for her flourishing. This will be examined in the next section. But,
first, it is important to ask what the impulses of passions feel like. For Zeno, passionate impulses
are movements of the “psuche,” which, for the Stoics, is a physical spirit (pneuma) endowed
with cognitive abilities. 57 For example, the pneuma expands in connection with pleasure, and
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Graver, Stoicism & Emotion, 28. Emphasis added.
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Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 64. See also Graver, Stoicism & Emotion, 67–68.

In Christian circles, a similar distinction between hormai and pathē (passions) is found in Gregory of
Nyssa’s De anima. Gregory distinguishes hormai, those “emotional impulses” that are neutral and spontaneous,
from full-fledged pathē, which are hormai that have not been curbed by reason and have been “allowed to follow
their natural attraction to mundane, sensual goods.” De anima et resurrectione, PG 26, 61 A-B, cited by Warren
Smith, Passion and Paradise, 81. Gregory also uses hormai to designate an inclination of the appetite
(epithumetikos) towards a sensible good. Warren Smith, 92. Here, as with the Stoics, the distinction is not based on
the nature of impulses or passions (they are both impulses) but on their alignment with reason. In this sense, Gregory
describes passions as hormai that are “divorced from the proper ends of a reasoning being.” Rowan Williams,
“Macrina’s Deathbed Revisited: Gregory of Nyssa on Mind and Passion,” in Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy
in Late Antiquity: Essays in Tribute to Christopher George Stead in Celebration of His Eightieth Birthday 9th April
1993, ed. Lionel Wickham and Carolyn Bammel, vol. 19, Vigiliae Christianae, Supplements (Leiden: Brill, 2015),
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contracts in connection with distress. 58 Zeno considers these expansions and contractions of the
pneuma to be the passions and are felt by the person experiencing them. Yet, he does not neglect
the cognitive dimension of passions by insisting that these passions necessarily “supervene on”
(epigignesthai) the belief or judgement that it is appropriate for the pneuma to expand or
contract. When a person suffers a significant loss, for example, she receives the impression of the
loss, but also the impression that it is appropriate to be sorrowful about this loss. When a person
ratifies both impressions, her psuche contracts, and, thus, a passion is born. For Chrysippus, on
the other hand, and if Sorabji is to be believed, it is the judgement itself which constitutes the
passion: expansions and contractions are necessary concomitants of the judgement, but they are
not constitutive of the passion. 59
Scholars, such as Nussbaum and Sorabji, tend to exaggerate the differences between
Zeno and Chrysippus, by viewing passions as expansions and contractions for Zeno, while, for
Chrysippus, identical with beliefs. More recent literature, however, sees a larger agreement
between the two Stoics on this point. Graver sees in the difference of views between Zeno and
Chrysippus a simple shift in emphasis which changes in no way the experience of a passion:
“The chief difference between the two philosophers is in the exact application of the term
‘emotion’ within the sequence. In reformulating the definition, Chrysippus seeks to bring out
more clearly what was already implied in Zeno’s version: that it is the nature of the judgment
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that defines what sort of impulse has occurred.” 60 For Graver, then, both Chrysippus and Zeno a
passion derives its identity from the judgement or belief.
Nevertheless, expansions and contractions are a part of the phenomenology of passions
and merit examination. Physical as they may be, they are not themselves feelings or
psychophysical events. But because the soul is physical and has proprioceptive abilities, its
movements are felt in the body. The Stoics do not spell out how each passion is exactly supposed
to “feel,” but Sorabji argues that “the contraction is a felt sinking, is felt as being located in the
heart, and finally is felt as being bad, while an expansion is a lift felt as being good.” 61 Not every
movement of the soul is a passion, however, but only “irrational” ones, that is, movements which
are disobedient to reason or “exceeding reason.” 62
This is an oversimplification of the Stoic treatment of passions. A closer study would
examine the debate on the number of judgments involved in the passions, the movements
associated with all four generic passions, and the different feelings associated with them. 63 But
this sketch serves to point out the dynamic nature of passions in the history of philosophy. This is
evidenced both in the definition of the passions as excessive impulses and, more clearly in
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Zeno’s case, as movements of the physical pneuma. Moreover, this survey clarifies the historical
connection between thoughts, passions, and impulses, especially in the Stoic view which
influenced Christian thought.
One of the Christian writers influenced by Stoicism, and by Zeno specifically, is
Evagrius. Evagrius views the passions as stirrings and neatly distinguishes thoughts from
passions by establishing a causal relationship between them. In the Syriac version of the
Praktikos he writes that it is “up to” the person whether thoughts stir (nziʿun) the passions. 64 He
also states elsewhere that there are two opinions regarding the connection between the
intelligence (tarʿito) and passions: “Some believe that it is the mind that stirs up (mziʿo) the
passions, while others that passions stir up (mziʿin) the mind.” 65 Thoughts, thus, cause the
passions. Interesting from a linguistic point of view is that, like John, Evagrius uses derivatives
of the root verb zoʿ (to stir up, to move, to agitate, to impel) to indicate the stirrings of passions.
It is not known whether John borrowed from Evagrius or if he had access to the Syriac version of
the Praktikos, but it may be that they are both influenced by Greek thought.
2.Passions and Stirrings in the Dialogues
As mentioned earlier, for John, stirrings “constitute” (mqimin) the passions (39). But
before exploring this connection more closely, it is important to note that, like the Stoic impulse,
stirrings have conative overtones: they denote the motivation to pursue a certain goal. For
instance, John writes that, tasked with ministering to, and caring for, the body (49), the soul is
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“stirred up” to understand God’s Creation (2), and “to inquire about everything,” starting with
the goods which satisfy the body’s basic needs (3). The underlying idea is that, in order to care
for the body, the soul needs to learn about the created world, whence the body’s sustenance
comes. Being “stirred up,” here, means that the soul is moved to exert its heuristic efforts to
understand the physical world for the (proximate) end of caring for the body. 66
That stirrings “constitute” (mqimin) passions (39) is evidenced by the fact that John
speaks of the stirrings of passions, such as the stirrings of boastfulness (zawʿaw(hy) šabhrone)
(32) and the stirrings of anger (zawʿe dḥemto) (25). He also talks about the mind (reʿyono) being
“stirred up with” the passion of tears (16), the passion of the fear of God and his judgement (14,
16), the passion of desire for praise (34), and the stirrings of the passion of sorrow (karyuto) (79).
He talks about the power of the soul being stirred up with love (ḥubo) (18). This dynamic view
of the passions evokes John’s analogy, examined in the previous chapter, in which the soul
stirred up by passions is compared to agitated, murky water.
If passions are stirrings, how are they connected to thoughts? Does John share Zeno’s
understanding of the passions as “excessive” stirrings? John’s treatment of the passion of tears
may provide elements of an answer. John writes that thoughts “stir up” (mziʿin) tears (13, 16) but
later adds that “from the persistence (tkibuto) of these thoughts, [the passion of] sorrow
intensifies (sogyo) in [the person], and from sorrow are born tears” (16). The root verb sgo used
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In this context, the stirrings of the soul are triggered by the needs of the body. But the soul is associated
with an earthly body subjected to the stirrings of passions (26, 44). Consequently, the naturally impassible soul is
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accurately (65) and cannot, by itself, contain the truth of a sublime Mystery (71).
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here means to multiply, to increase, or to intensify. The noun tkibuto can be translated as
persistence, vehemence, or pressure, and it conveys an increased frequency or intensity of the
thoughts. This dovetails with John’s assertion elsewhere that thoughts multiply in the mind (78).
In other words, what causes passions, for John, is not simply the presence of thoughts or the
mere assent to them, but the persistence and intensity of these thoughts.
Another clue comes from the role of thoughts in the healing of passions. John teaches that
“just as in a house, when many dwell in the agreement (šalmuto) of one mind, their enemy
cannot break in out of fear of them. Similarly, this passion [of vainglory] is lessened (mezdagar)
by the great accord (sagiyutʾawyuto) of these inner thoughts” (31). If the reverse is also true, it
may be reasonably inferred that, just as the “great accord” of good thoughts can heal an evil
passion, a “great accord” of good thoughts can also stir up a passion. This refers not to the
persistence of thoughts but to their unity or the similarity of their intentional content. A passion
arises when multiple thoughts push the mind in the direction of said passion.
The opposite dynamic is when thoughts pull the mind in the direction of different, or
even, contradictory passions. 67 When this occurs, two outcomes are possible: either the thoughts
with stronger pull prevail and arouse their passion, or the contradictory thoughts eliminate one
another, and no passion emerges. To borrow a term from physics, this is a “vectorial”
understanding of human psychology, in that the person’s psychological state is a function of the
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sum of the direction and intensity of different forces. Again, here the emphasis is on the intensity
of thoughts, with the added element of accord or unity. There seems to be also a direct
proportion between the intensity of thoughts and that of passions. This suggests that passions are
scalar, that is, they admit of varying degrees of intensity.
The similarity between John and Zeno is clearer now. John and Zeno both see passions
as stirrings caused by thoughts, and both associate an element of intensity with passions. One
difference is that John also predicates the modulation of passions on the modulation of
thoughts. 68 Furthermore, John does not discuss the question of assenting to impressions,
implying that, for him, the thoughts which cause passions have already been endorsed by the
person experiencing the passion. But John invokes the role of the will in passions, as when he
writes that one must strive against evil thoughts and not surrender her mind to their stirrings (13).
Nevertheless, there is textual evidence suggesting that, for John, thoughts are not neatly
distinct from stirrings. For example, John writes that “[w]hen a child is ten years old, he has
thoughts (ḥušobe) according to his age. But when he is fifteen, his stirrings (zawʿaw(hy)) are
different” (23). 69 John seems here to equate stirrings and thoughts. He uses the same equivalence
again when he writes: “This passion is lessened (mezdagar) by the great accord of these inner
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Zeno also considers how an attribute of belief can modulate a passion. He says that the “freshness”
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thoughts. But since the mind (reʿyono) of a person is devoid of these stirrings […]” (31). 70 In
both these passages, John seems to use thoughts and stirrings interchangeably. A possible
explanation may be that, by calling thoughts “stirrings,” John is identifying the agent (thoughts)
by its effect (stirring the mind), as when something is term as an “attraction” because it attracts
people.
This explanation falters, however, in the face of other statements in which John equates
thoughts, not with stirrings, but with passions. Examining the passion of zeal, he asks: “By what
thoughts is zeal [stirred up]?” and answers that “the whole passion of one’s zeal is stirred up by
envy” (20). 71 The question is about the thoughts which cause zeal, but the answer proposes that
the cause of zeal is a passion, to wit, envy. This identification of passions with thoughts is
puzzling. To blur the lines even more, John attributes to thoughts and passions the same harmful
effects. He calls both “impure thoughts and hateful passions” obstacles (syoge) for the human
mind (reʿyono) (61). 72 This raises the question of how distinct thoughts and passions really are,
if their psychological and moral impact is the same.
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Also, in the Third Dialogue he asks: “What are the thoughts which can with power conquer each one of
these passions? And what are the stirrings that are able to remove envy?” (75). The parallel suggests an
identification of thoughts with stirrings.
71

72

Emphasis added.

The term syogo literally means enclosure or fence, and here it expresses the thoughts’ hinderance of the
mind’s capacity. This is further clarified when John cites a verse from Ephesians that uses the term syogo to refer to
the “wall of enmity” that Jesus had broken (Eph 2:4). Jesus was able to break this “wall of enmity,” John says,
because “not one of the passions turned him towards the view of our world […] and never did the obstacle of a
hateful (sanyo) thought stand before his mind (reʿyono)” (61-62). This is an indication that John thinks of “hateful
thoughts” as sins, and he is clear that Jesus did not experience them, although he admits that Jesus experienced some
passions such as sadness and weeping (17).
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In the presence of contradictory textual evidence, one reasonable conclusion is that John
maintains two parallel views: In some contexts, he distinguishes passions from the thoughts
which cause them, but, in other contexts, he sees thoughts themselves as passions. This may be
because John realizes that thoughts can be as spiritually and morally harmful as passions, so
much so that he at times blurs the lines between them. Another explanation may be that the
emphasis in ascetic literature, starting with Evagrius, on thoughts themselves, and not on
passions, placed thoughts at the center of the monks’ concerns as enemies of spiritual life.
For a fuller comparison with the Stoics, one last question which ought to be asked is what
John understands the stirrings concretely to be. To answer this question, one must examine
which part of the person is being stirred up, because stirrings would be experienced differently if
it is the body or the soul which is being stirred up. Surely, physical stirrings are necessarily
different from mental stirrings. John uses the verb “to be stirred up,” in the sense of being
impelled, in relation to the body and the soul, as when he says that the soul is “stirred up” to
learn about the wisdom of God. Even when it comes to passions, John involves the soul as the
seat of passions, in the sense that it is affected by them, even though it does not originate them.
For instance, he writes that “the power of the soul is stirred by love” (metziʿ bḥubo) (18), or that
“the stirrings of the passion of sorrow are removed from the soul” (79). 73
There are, however, several variations on this theme. The Dialogues talk about the
passions being stirred up in the mind (breʿyono) by thoughts, as when tears are stirred up in the

73

The stirrings of the soul are also called hidden (kasye) (26, 76) or inner stirrings (zawʿe dalgaw) (92).
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mind by thoughts of anxiety about one’s children (16). 74 This implies that the mind is simply the
seat or locus of passions. But in the same passage, John writes that it is the mind itself that is
being stirred up with the passion of tears (metziʿ bḥašo ddamʿe) (16). 75 In this case, the mind is
not the seat, but the object of stirrings. 76 Yet again, sometimes it is the person as a whole,
without further specification, who is said to be stirred up with a passion (16).
It is possible to reconcile these disparate statements. It may be that, when John says that
the person is stirred up by passions, he means that both the body and the soul are stirred up by
passions. He says in that sense that “the human will gives up [the inner organs] to become
lodgings for passions, that [the passions] may dwell (ndayrun) in them with their stirrings” (37).
The inner organs mentioned in the Dialogues are the brain and the heart (49), and John believes
that they can be affected by passions. But the stirrings do not stop at the inner organs. As argued
in the previous chapter, being an inner sense of the soul, the heart is a nexus through which the
body and the soul communicate, and passions arising from the body stir up the soul. 77 This
means that it is not the inner organs, but the soul, which is the terminal target of the passions. If

To indication stirring, John uses the Syriac verb ʾetziʿ which is the passive form (ʾethpeʿel) of the verb
zoʿ. This verb is often followed by the preposition b, which can give the verb two meanings: X ʾetziʿ b Y can mean
that X (e.g., the soul, the body, the mind) is being stirred up by Y, with Y being the agent of stirring. For example,
one can say that the mind is stirred up by thoughts, meaning that thoughts are stirring up the mind. But X ʾetziʿ b Y
can also mean X is being “stirred up” with Y, whereby Y functioning as the identity of one’s stirrings. For example,
saying that a person who is stirred up with anger means that his stirrings can be qualified as angry.
74
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When it comes to the powers of the soul, it is the mind (reʿyono) that is most commonly described as
affected by passions. In rare instances John claims that the intelligence (tarʿito) (79) or the nous (maʿdo) are subject
to stirrings. The nous is described as “hovering towards God with stirrings of wonder” at the level of the spirit (88).
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In that same vein, John writes that a person can “surrender her mind” to the stirrings of passions (13),
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this is true, then perhaps John believes that the passions are psychosomatic, but he neglects to
describe how the body is stirred up by passions: he does not mention the presence of heat around
the heart, the sweating of palms, or other such physiological reactions traditionally associated
with passions.
Even if the passions are psychosomatic, it is still true that the soul is stirred up with them,
along with its powers: the mind, the intellect, and the nous. 78 Zeno, who believes that the
passions are movements of the soul, avoids this conundrum because, for the Stoics, the “psuche”
is a physical pneuma which contracts and expands. 79 But it is not clear how the immaterial soul
or mind can be stirred up or shaken. Elements of an answer may be found in Nussbaum’s work.
As mentioned earlier, Nussbaum represents an older tendency in secondary literature which
believes that only Chrysippus holds the identity thesis between passions and belief, while also
maintaining that passions are “excessive impulses.” On this view, it is reason which is shaken by
excessive impulses.
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Passions can also dwell in the nous. John writes, in that sense, that the “passion of humility descends and
penetrates into the depths of the nous of the soul (madʿo dnapšo) as its nature” (37). One complication here is
deciding if it is the soul as a whole or only its powers that are stirred up by passions. After all, it is unclear what of
the soul, outside its powers, is there that can be stirred up. The answer may be that, when John says that the soul is
stirred up by passions, he is speaking synecdochally, meaning that he is using the whole (the soul) to designate the
part (the powers of the soul). If so, then it is only the powers of the soul that are stirred up. This is plausible since, in
this case, thoughts would be acting on an alike object, namely, cognitive powers.
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Even though he believes the soul to be immaterial, John uses some language that evokes the Stoic
movements. In reference to passions, he uses once the verb “to flutter” (rap) (24), which suggests a gentle motion
like the flapping of wings, and “to throb” (rḥeš) (34), designating a stronger pulsating motion. An important
distinction here is that these verbs describe the movement of the passions, not of the soul. The first is used in
reference to anger, which, John says, “flutters in everyone,” suggesting that it is a sort of low-intensity, universal
passion. The second, “to throb,” is used to describe the intensification of the passion of pride in a virtuous person
when she is seen by other people. These verbs, used only once, are not of a particular importance in John’s study of
the passions overall. The verb “to flutter” is reminiscent of the description of Zeno of all passions as a fluttering
(ptoia). Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 34. The marked difference is that for Zeno passions are a movement
(fluttering) of the soul, which is the material pneuma, whereas for John the soul is immaterial and it is the passion
itself that flutters, not the soul.
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This presents Nussbaum with a conundrum which she attempts to resolve. Nussbaum
understands Chrysippus to say that “the sort of tumultuous movement [passions are], is a
judgment; and that its seat is the rational soul.” 80 This is possible, she points out, because, for the
Stoics, reason is not static. 81 “Reason moves, embraces, refuses. It can move rapidly or slowly; it
can move directly or with hesitation. We have imagined it entertaining the appearance of the
loved person’s death and then, so to speak, rushing toward it, opening itself to take it in. So why
would a faculty this dynamic, this versatile, be unable to house” the passions as well? 82
Nussbaum’s solution, then, is that passions can be stirrings of the mind—or “upheavals of
thought,” as she calls them—thanks to the dynamic nature of reason. Reason can indeed be
shaken, and “knowing can itself be violent.” 83 Nussbaum’s solution is imaginative and
compatible with Stoic thought, but it is largely rhetorical. Stirrings of the mind remain rather
elusive, relative to the stirrings physically felt in the body.
To summarize, this section has shown that John simultaneously espouses two different
views on passions. On the one hand, he distinguishes thoughts from passions and, like Evagrius,
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Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire, 373.
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Nussbaum, 329. This stands in contrast with Aristotle’s view of the mind in De anima (III, 9-10) as
incapable of moving or initiating movement. It is the appetite that moves, and passions are movements of the
sensitive appetite. Aristotle writes: “Further, neither can the calculative faculty or what is called thought be the cause
of such movement. […] Both of these then are capable of originating local movement, thought and appetite: thought,
that is, which calculates means to an end, i.e. practical thought […], while appetite is in every form of it relative to
an end. Aristotle, “On the Soul,” 1504–5. By contrast, John does not distinguish appetite from the mind. Desire, for
him, is a passion of the mind.
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Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire, 380.

Nussbaum goes further to explain why Chrysippus would want to seat passions in reason. She opines that
passions should not be relegated to sub-rational parts of the body, such when one speaks of a knot in the stomach or
a racing heart. “No, we want to say, the recognizing and the upheaval belong to one and the same part of her, the
part with which she makes sense of the world.” Nussbaum, 380.
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he views thoughts as the cause of the passions. But he also seems at times to identify thoughts
with passions. Furthermore, supporting the distinction between thoughts and passions, John does
not think that mere thoughts are sufficient to cause a passion: it is when thoughts multiply and
overwhelm the mind that passions arise. As for the passions themselves, John views them
primarily as stirrings of the mind, and by extension, of the soul. Although he sometimes talks
about the stirrings of the body, it is the stirrings of the soul which capture his attention, even if
the exact nature of mental stirrings is not clear.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this chapter has argued that, despite the multiple lists of passions in the
Solitary’s writings, two categories of passions are trans-textual: the passions of the body and the
passions of the soul. Upon finer analysis, John also differentiates between the objects of the same
passion. These two types of distinctions serve different roles: distinguishing passions based on
their attribution to the soul or the body helps to order the therapeutic process, while object-based
distinctions have prognostic and axiological functions. In terms of structure, John understands
passions to be intimately connected to thoughts. He alternately professes that thoughts cause
passions and that thoughts are almost identical with passions, especially in terms of their impact
on stirring up, blinding, and distracting the mind. What remains to be explained is the distinction
between the evil passions John condemns and other psychological motions he values, such as the
stirrings of joy, love, and knowledge. This touches on the question of the moral value of passions
and the moral agent’s responsibility for passions. To these questions the next chapter turns.

CHAPTER FIVE: PASSIONS AND MORALITY IN THE DIALOGUES ON THE SOUL
Introduction
The previous chapter has shown that John devotes a special attention to the evil passions
which affect one’s moral and spiritual life, as his lists of passions indicate. The present chapter
will widen the scope of investigation to include, not only the moral value John attaches to the
passions, but the overall connection between passions and morality. This chapter looks at the
morality of the passions through two lenses: the inherent morality of the passions and the agent’s
moral responsibility for them.
This discussion is important because the moral value of the passions and their impact on
moral life determine the action which the person is expected to take in order to progress morally.
Relatedly, expecting the person to act on her passions is unjustifiable if the person has no control
whatsoever over her passions. Therefore, any discussion of the therapy of the passions must be
prefaced by an examination of the morality of the passions.
The first section will argue that, drawing on his philosophical and Christian backgrounds,
John holds mixed views on the inherent morality of the passions, and that, for him, the moral
import of passions resides in the value system they express. The second section will examine the
voluntariness of passions, that is, the role of the will, and the agent’s moral responsibility, in
managing the passions. I will argue there that, for John, the agent’s principal intervention
regarding evil thoughts and passions is to struggle against them. As in previous chapters, relevant
Greek philosophical concepts will be invoked to contextualize, clarify, and complement the
Solitary’s views.
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I. The Passions: Value and Valuation
A. The Moral Value of the Passions
1.The Mixed Legacy of Philosophy and Scripture
What moral value does John assign to the passions? Hausherr opines that in the
Dialogues the term “passion” ought to be taken in the philosophical sense rather than in the
moral one. 1 By “moral sense” Hausherr likely means viewing the passions as essentially evil, as
Evagrius does; whereas, in the “philosophical sense,” passions are viewed as morally neutral
psychological phenomena or powers that can be used for either good or evil. 2 Hausherr, then,
does not view the passions in the Dialogues as intrinsically evil. Nevertheless, even though John
does not view the passions as intrinsically evil, he does consider some passions, such as pride
and vainglory, as always evil and others, such as pneumatic love, as always good, as will be
shown later. Even species of the same genus passion can be good or evil, depending on their
object.
This is hardly surprising, since the philosophical legacy concerning the moral value of the
passions is mixed. Broadly speaking, writers who, like Aristotle, believe that the passions can be
moderated and rightly ordered according to reason consider the passions as potentially good and
necessary for one’s eudaimonia. Others, such as the Stoics, who are not sanguine about the
possibility of moderating the passions, advocate their extirpation. This explains, at least in part,

1

Irénée Hausherr, introduction to Dialogue sur l’âme et les passions des hommes, by Jean le Solitaire
(Pseudo-Jean de Lycopolis), vol. 120, Orientalia Christiana Analecta (Roma: Pontificium Institutum Orientalium
Studiorum, 1939), 9.
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This is also how Hagman understands Hausherr's remark. Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh,
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why the passions in the Dialogues hold more than one moral value and are not simply viewed as
intrinsically good or evil.
Nevertheless, when it comes to the moral value of the passions, looking only at the
philosophical legacy misses an important influence on John’s works, namely, the Bible. In
Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, the primary criterion for morally evaluating the passions is not
eudaimonia but the passions’ impact on one’s relationship with God. In Judaism, condemning
passions altogether as evil is not possible since the Hebrew Scriptures attribute “passions,” such
as anger and love to God, even if only analogically. Furthermore, the Psalms have enshrined
passions, such as grief and exultation, in Jewish liturgical life.
Building on this legacy, various New Testament books have retained an appreciation for
certain passions, while condemning others. 3 Understanding the life of Christ as the ideal moral
life, the early Christians had to keep a place for the passions in their moral psychology. 4 Thanks
to Christ, the passions have definitely become impossible to dismiss as intrinsically evil, since
Christ himself experienced “affective states,” such as weeping and sadness. Nevertheless, the
general Pauline position regarding the passions remained that of caution: “The flesh with its

3

Paul asserts in 2 Corinthians that grief can lead to repentance. In this regard, Welborn hails Paul as “the
harbinger of an upheaval in the ancient therapy of the emotions.” L. L. Welborn, “Paul and Pain: Paul’s Emotional
Therapy in 2 Corinthians 1.1–2.13; 7.5–16 in the Context of Ancient Psychagogic Literature,” New Testament
Studies 57, no. 4 (October 2011): 548.
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Joel B. Green et al., eds., “Passions,” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker
Academic, 2011), 581.
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passions and desires has been crucified in Christ” (Galatians 5:24), 5 writes Paul, and a new life
in the Spirit requires that passions be rightly ordered. 6
It is within this mixed philosophical and Scriptural legacy that John negotiates his own
view of the moral value of the passions. Consequently, he does not wholly dismiss passions as
evil, nor does he embrace them uncritically. On the pejorative end, the analogy which best
describes John’s view of passions is that of the passions as diseases or illness of the soul. This
will be examined now.
2.Passions as Diseases
Viewing passions as diseases is common. For example, Evagrius describes apatheia as
the health (ḥulmono) of the soul. 7 This is a notion which, according to Guillaumont and
Guillaumont, Evagrius borrows from the Stoic notion of the passions as a disease. 8 This well-

5

In a remarkable parallel to this verse from Galatians, the Solitary comments on Rom 6:6 in his Second
Tractate of the Mystery of Christ. Curiously, he does not say that passions have been crucified, as Paul says, but that
passions and “sinful appetites” are the chains holding the soul to the cross.
The cross [of Christ] serves this Mystery: the death of sin—the death of our old self (barnošan ʿatiqo), as
the Apostle says. For our old self is crucified with him, so that the body of sin (pagro daḥṭito) would be
abolished (netboṭel). Also, through the sight of his cross, he teaches us about our invisible self (barnošan
kasyo). For because we were foolish, [not understanding] how our inner senses are chained and captured by
hateful passions (ḥaše snaye) and sinful appetites (rgigoto mḥabloto), and [how the inner senses’] power
was no longer made visible through knowledge and virtuous conducts, he revealed to us and showed us in
his person what is hidden is us. So that, as we see Christ captive and chained to the cross, we may learn
that, similarly, the nature of our soul is too. For although splendid and virtuous from its creation, our soul is
imprisoned (ʾasir) in the body in a hidden way (kasyoʾit). Johannes von Apamea, Johannes von Apamea:
Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, ed. Werner Strothmann, Patristische Texte und Studien 11 (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1972), 119–20.
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attested notion in pagan and Christian sources also appears ins John’s writings. In the opening of
the Second Dialogue, John casts himself in the role of a “helpful physician” attending to the
“hidden diseases” of his interlocutors. He writes,
Indeed, beloved, just as a helpful physician attends to the diseases (kibaw(hy)) of the
body to reveal the cause of their healing, so I, my humble self, take pains to speak to you
not only of what you seek, but also of other things about which you have not asked, so
that the one who diligently studies these things may find healing for his hidden diseases
(kibaw(hy) kasye). (28) 9
More will be said in the next chapter about asceticism as medicine, but it is important to note
here the prevalence in the above passage, as in the Dialogues in general, of the medical
terminology (e.g., physician, disease, healing) over moral categories (e.g., sin, forgiveness). 10
John seems more concerned with healing people from the passions than with evaluating the
degree of their sinfulness.
John uses two terms from the medical register to designate the passionate state of the
soul. He uses the term “illness” (kurhono), in the singular, to refer to the state of “the soul which
is captured (ʾahido) in a body” (71). The second term is “disease” (kibo) (21), which John
frequently uses in the plural form, “diseases” (kibe), to designate bodily diseases (10, 28, 29, 75,
76, 83, 90) as well as the diseases of the soul (28, 29). In contrast with the body’s visible
diseases, the passions are hidden (kasye) (28) and invisible (lo metḥazyon) diseases (29).
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John uses the adjective “hidden” to indicate phenomena related to the soul, as opposed to phenomena
related to the “visible” body. This is also how John’s interlocutors understand it. In that vein, Eusebius asks, after
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There are two likely reasons why John views the passions as diseases. The first is
epistemological. John calls passions the blindness (samyuto) of the mind (55), suggesting that the
passions impede the operations of the mind. While this statement is vague, there is reason to
believe that John means that the passions hinder the process of learning. He writes,
It is helpful for man, that, before all else, he may be diligent about his passions, so that,
after purifying his soul from them, it would be appropriate for him to seek the study of all
sciences. It is like a man whose body is afflicted with illness (kurhono) and his limbs are
full of gangrenous ulcers: it is not suitable for him to pursue the study of crafts. He ought,
first, to be diligent about curing his ulcers, and, then, once he is healthy, it is appropriate
for him to learn about all things. Similarly, it is not helpful for a man to pursue the study
of heresies, unless, first, he is diligent about the teaching about his passions (yulpono
dḥašaw(hy)). Once he is stronger in the health of his soul, then it is suitable for him to
learn about everything. (74)
In other words, purifying oneself from the passions is a prerequisite to learning, likely because
the passions, like persistent thoughts, can distract (’aphi) (27), trouble (šageš), and shake (ṭarep)
the mind (78).
Moreover, the passions are diseases because they impede not only learning but also the
knowledge of the Mysteries of God, which for John, is eschatological in its scope in that it is
possible on earth only by a special revelation from God but is given by grace to all the saints in
heaven. John calls evil deeds, hateful passions, and impure thoughts “obstacles” (syoge) before
the human mind, obstructing “a true vision of that world to come” (61). One is not able to reflect
on these eschatological realities because of the illness (kurhono) of the soul captured (ʾahido) in
a body (71). Hence, without the purity of mind, it is not possible to perceive the Divine
Mysteries (11). Preventing such knowledge renders the passions a disease which must be cured.
The second reason for denouncing the passions is moral, understood in the strict sense of
good and evil deeds. John recognizes a direct connection between the passions and deeds. He
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believes that people do not commit evil only because of their ignorance of good or evil, but also
because they have not been “diligent” about healing their evil passions. 11 Passions can, therefore,
lead to sinful deeds. Furthermore, it is not only individuals and their deeds which are affected by
passions but also society: John believes that the roots of worldwide peace are in the individual’s
understanding, and healing, of her own passions. 12 For him, the passions have a socio-political
impact, and world peace stems from the individual’s inner freedom from evil passions.
Relatedly, the passions impede the emergence of virtue. John says, to that effect, that a
person cannot have love for others as long as the passion of malice is stirred up in him (26).
Similarly, the virtue of humility does not appear in a person when “the passions of haughtiness,
boastfulness, and love of glory have increased” in the person (37). Just like with thoughts, the
process described here is vectorial, meaning that the forces of evil passions and virtues pull the
person in different directions, and the bigger force ultimately dominates. This depicts a war
between evil passions and virtues—a war in which, in this example of humility, evil passions
prevail. The end of the war is brought about by humility ceasing to fight against (netkataš) evil
passions and surrendering (ʾašlem) the inner organs to the “will of the passions” (37).
In short, John’s condemnation of evil passions is not couched in terms of disobedience to
reason or excess, as the Stoics taught—although he would agree with the Stoics on this point—
but in terms of obstruction and distraction of the mind. Passions are diseases of the soul when
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John writes: “Those who are troubled by evil deeds are not so because of lack of knowledge of things,
but entirely because their lack of diligence concerning evil passions” (75).
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John writes that, “if everyone were diligent about understanding their passions, the whole inhabited
world would exult in cheerful peace” (75).
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they obstruct humans from achieving their ultimate goal, namely, acquiring knowledge,
especially the knowledge of the Mysteries of God. Furthermore, it is problematic that evil
passions are disobedient to the will of the soul, which is oriented to virtue. Finally, John is —
concerned with more than just beliefs and passions. The fact that evil passions can cause evil
deeds also factors into his moral evaluation of the passions.
3.Good Passions
The Solitary does not view all the passions as problematic, and his understanding of the
term “passion” is wide. First, as discussed in a previous chapter, John applies the label “passion”
to psychological powers such as “discernment” (porušuto)—his equivalent of Plato’s logistikon,
which is widely regarded as a rational power distinct from the non-rational passions. Second,
John accords a positive moral significance to passions such as the compunction of the soul (twot
napšo) (15), sorrow for sin (karyuto daḥtohe), fear of God (deḥlat ʾaloho) (16) and fear of
(divine) judgement (deḥlto ddino) (14, 15, 84). 13 Third, John suggests that sometimes the same
passion can alternately be morally good or evil, depending on its object. The passion of envy
provides an illustration of this view. He writes: “But, again, we find that there is envy which is
toward evil and envy which is toward the good: ‘Do not be envious of one another.” [Paul] also
says: ‘It is good to be envious in good things.’ This envy is good” (48-49). John is attributing the
dual moral value of envy to two passages from Paul’s epistle to the Galatians. 14 He seems to
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accept the possibility that a passion, like envy, which he generally treats as a vicious passion,
may be morally good, if it aims at a morally good object.
Finally, John reserves a special category for some passions which he qualifies as “good”
(ṭobe) and “glorious” (šbiḥe) (46). This category appears only once in the Dialogues, but it is a
definitive proof that John does not view all passions as intrinsically evil. John appeals to these
“good” categories in the context of defending the bodily origins of vicious passions, which he
assimilates to the “sins of the flesh” in Galatians 15. He asks: “And if these [sins] are [the
body’s] fruits, and [Paul] does not place among them love, humility, kindness, and none of the
good passions, these glorious passions of love and virtue (myatruto), what, ought we suppose,
are they are of? […] If they are not naturally of the soul, what is the cause of these good
passions?” (46). John’s question is clearly rhetorical. The gist of his argument is that, if Paul
attributes no virtues to the flesh/body, but only vices, then “good passions,” like love, kindness,
and humility, must originate in the soul. The soul’s natural virtue was discussed in a previous
chapter, but this passage shows that, just as John identifies evil passions with vice, he also
identifies good passions with virtues. 15
John’s category of “good passions” is reminiscent of the Stoic eupatheia, in that both are
states attributed to the non-passionate person: the sage, in the case of the Stoics, and the
pneumatic person, in John’s case. Eupatheia are “affective responses,” yet, unlike the passions,
they “are not identified with any high evaluation of externals,” 16 meaning that they do not betray
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a disordered attachment to things of no real value. Rather, eupatheia are “reasoned responses
[…] which are based on the denial of the intrinsic worth of contingencies.” 17 This does not
compromise the status of eupatheia as a class of affective responses. The soul still contracts and
expands in the wise person experiencing eupatheia, but those movements are not disobedient to
reason.
Graver asserts that eupatheia “should resemble our familiar sensations of desire, anger, or
fear,” 18 meaning that, as motions of the soul, they are not experienced differently from passions.
Yet, eupatheia are qualitatively different: they are to passions “what the Stoic sage is to the
ordinary person: they are the corrected version, the endpoint of development. We can think of
them as normative affects.” 19 They represent the affective responses of the healthy soul. 20 There
are three genera of eupatheia: a well-reasoned “joy for present goods, ‘caution’ (or sometimes
‘confidence’) for prospective evils, and ‘wish’ (boulēsis) for prospective goods.” 21 Each genus
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has several species, which include love (agapēsis) as a species of the genus of boulēsis. 22
Worthy of note here is that the eupatheia joy and love match two of John’s “good passions.”
The Stoic eupatheia help to explain an apparent paradox in the Dialogues. Although
John views the soul as naturally impassible, he acknowledges that the pneumatic person, who has
freed herself from vicious passions, nevertheless “exists in [the passions of] joy and divine love”
(66). How can the soul at once be naturally impassible and also experience passions in the New
Life? John does not acknowledge nor resolve this paradox. But a plausible answer is that by
“natural impassibility” John means natural virtue, and, therefore, freedom from evil passions,
and not from all passions. But it is also plausible that, like the Stoics, John does not place joy and
love in the same category as the other passions but considers them, like eupatheia, qualitatively
different from passions. Hence, the pneumatic person can still experience them without
jeopardizing her moral status.
In fact, for John, good passions are not genera of passions which are foreign to the
spiritually immature, but common passions which have been transformed. For example, John
traces the transformation of love from the somatic to the pneumatic level—which is contiguous
to the person’s postmortem, eschatological state. He describes how one is elevated from “false
love” to “divine love” (19-20) when the motive for love changes. Similarly, joy goes from being

22
The list of all species and their definitions is scattered across the Stoic writings of Ps.-Andronicus,
Diogenes Laertius, and Cicero. It is synthesized by Sorabji as follows: Four species of will (boulēsis): Good will
(eunoia) is wishing (boulēsis) good things to another for his sake; kindness (eumeneia) is lasting eunoia; welcoming
(aspasmos) is uninterrupted eunoia; love (agapēsis). Three species of joy (kharā): Delight (terpsis) is a fitting joy at
one’s advantages (ōpheleiai); gladness (euphrosunē) is joy at the deeds of the temperate; cheerfulness (euthumia) is
joy at the conduct of the universe and at its leaving nothing to be desired. Two species of caution (eulabeia):
Modesty (aidōs) is caution about due blame; piety (hagneia) is caution about sins towards the gods. Sorabji,
Emotion and Peace of Mind, 48.
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about wealth, health, and beauty in its lowest form to being about “awaiting the resurrection,
hope in God, and knowledge of the world to come” (89) in its spiritualized state. If so, then good
passions are compatible with the soul’s natural impassibility and with the highest stage of moral
and spiritual growth, namely, pneumaticity.
B. Passions and Valuation
So far, the moral value of the passions—whether they are good or bad— has been
discussed in terms of the impact of the passions on the person and their quality as good or evil.
But there is another angle from which the morality of the passions may be seen, and that is the
angle of the person experiencing these passions, and more specifically, the person’s character.
Looking at the passions in connection with character is helpful because the passions touch on the
person’s core moral values. Simply put, what someone desires or fears, pursues or avoids,
reveals what one deep down considers valuable or choiceworthy. Passions are a function of
valuation. Although this idea is present in several Greek philosophical schools, it comes
specially to the fore in Epicureanism and Stoicism. The notion of valuation will, therefore, be
explored, first, in Greek philosophy, and will be followed by John’s views on passions as an
expression of one’s value system.
1.Passions and Valuation in Greek Philosophy
a) Epicureanism and Empty Desires
In order to understand the connection between the passions and moral valuation in
Epicureanism, one needs to understand, first, the ideal life which the Epicureans aim to achieve.
For Epicurus, when one looks at natural human tendencies as exhibited by children’s behavior,
one sees that human behavior is motivated by the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain.
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This natural state is normative, but it gets corrupted by the person’s upbringing and ambient
culture. In this context, the function of philosophy is to help the person return to the “state of
nature,” which is a state of lasting pleasure and happiness. 23
This hedonistic ideal allows for both bodily and mental pleasures, even though mental
pleasures are rated as higher in quality. Within each of these two categories of pleasure there are
two modes: a “kinetic pleasure,” which results from eliminating an occurrent pain, such as when
a hungry person eats; and a “static pleasure,” which is the absence of pain, as when a person is in
a state of satisfaction and experiences no hunger. For Epicurus, static pleasure is superior to
kinetic pleasure: the absence of pain, physical or mental, is the highest form of pleasure, and the
absence of desire is superior to the constant pursuit of desire fulfillment. The absence of bodily
and mental pain elevates the person to a state of tranquility (ataraxia), which Epicurus views as a
state of static pleasure. 24
Achieving ataraxia is no easy task, however. In the state of nature, the bodily appetites
(hunger, thirst, etc.) are easy to satisfy. But society contributes to the disorder of these appetites
by teaching the person to seek sustenance and crave luxuries which exceed the simple needs of
her appetites. In other words, it is the social corruption of the natural appetites which makes the
satisfaction of desire—and, hence, ataraxia—a difficult task. Moreover, society also causes
mental suffering by inculcating in the person “false beliefs concerning pleasures, personal
survival, the soul, and the gods [which result] in groundless desires and an irrational longing for
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immortality and a fear of the gods and of death.” 25 Social corruption, then, operates by teaching
the individual to value bodily pleasures over the mental ones, and to overvalue certain objects
which are not conducive to fulfillment. This results in the formation in humans of unnatural,
unlimited, and irrational desires. Therefore, to reach ataraxia, the individual must, with the help
of philosophy, modify the “false beliefs” which have corrupted her natural desires.
Nussbaum sees in this state of corrupt desire a clear connection between value ascription
and passions. She understands the “false beliefs” to be no other than the ascription of the wrong
value to things and the ascription of value to the wrong things: “[People] have too much emotion
in connection with money, possessions, and reputation, sometimes not enough in connection
with the things that are truly worthwhile.” 26 This false valuation creates “empty” desires and
disordered attachments which form the core of human passions. 27 In short, to the degree that
passions, and specifically desire, are motivated by an incorrect valuation of things, they betray a
person’s value system. Even though Epicurean philosophy had no significant influence on
Christian thought, the centrality of desire to its understanding of the passions bears a similarity to
John’s views.
b) Stoicism and Genuine Goods
For the Stoics, the passions relate to beliefs or judgements, and at the core of these beliefs
is the valuation of an object (or a person, or a situation). After all, it would be unusual for a
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person to rejoice, for instance, upon reaching a goal of no significant meaning or value to her.
Examining value ascription in Stoicism, Graver distinguishes two forms of valuation in relation
to the passions. First, there is a basic form, which she calls a “simple ascription of value; that is,
a judgment to the effect that ‘X is good’ or ‘X is bad,’ where X is an object type such as ‘money’
or (more properly) ‘having money.’” 28 This simple ascription of value is not sufficient to trigger
a passion, however. A person may hold the belief her whole life that having money is valuable
but rejoice only when, for instance, she wins the lottery. Consequently, a passion requires, in
addition to the simple ascription of value, another proposition that “X, which is good (or bad) is
present or in view.” A passion, therefore, incorporates a simple value ascription, but requires that
the valued object be possessed or shortly anticipated.
One may object that a single event, such as rejoicing at winning the lottery once, does not
encapsulate a person’s whole value system. Graver responds to this objection by distinguishing
between two propositions: the abovementioned proposition (that “a good [or bad] object X is
present”)—call it proposition A—and another proposition, B, that “a present object X is good (or
bad).” The difference between the two is that proposition B suggests that the person is evaluating
an object in view on the spot—an object to which she had not already ascribed a value. This is
not typically how passions are trigged. Proposition A, on the other hand, implies that the person
has an already established belief about the value of object X. She immediately recognizes the
value of the object when she perceives or possesses it, and she reacts to possessing the valued
object with joy. To reuse the example above, when a person rejoices for receiving a large sum of
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money, she is not deliberating at that moment whether having money is good or bad. Her belief
that having money is good is already established in her mind. She reacts with joy as soon as she
realizes that she has won the lottery. Graver calls this already established belief a “dispositional”
belief, that is, a “relatively stable long-term commitment.” 29 Hence, because the passions build
on dispositional beliefs, they reveal one’s value system, and even more, one’s character.
In Stoic terms, then, a passion is an irrational impulse related to an incorrect valuation.
But this begs the question: how does one value things correctly? What constitutes a genuine
good? The Stoics were no moral relativists, and they had unambiguous valuation criteria. Graver
understands the Stoic “axiology” to consist of two types of objects: integral and external. Integral
objects are genuine goods or evils which merit uncompromising valuation. They are, in a sense,
absolutely good or absolutely evil, regardless of circumstances. To this category belong virtue as
the only genuine good worth pursuing and vice as the only genuine evil worth avoiding. This
includes virtuous or vicious acts, as well as virtuous or vicious characters traits or habits.
Knowledge and rationality are also connected to virtue and count as genuine goods. 30
External objects, on the other hand, are “objects which do not in themselves make one’s
life different, turning a good life into a bad life or vice versa. What matters about them is only
how they are used […].” 31 The Stoics also calls these objects “indifferents,” not in reference to
the indifferent attitude one may or should have towards pursuing them, but because these objects
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have no intrinsic moral value. Holding a high-status professional position, for example, is not
inherently good or evil. It is an “indifferent” object. But exercising one’s professional duty
honorably and conscientiously is a genuine good, because one would be exercising virtue
through work. 32
Proclaiming virtue as the only genuine good casts doubt on the value of the external
objects which many people pursue, sometimes vehemently: money, power, good reputation,
health, etc. These are not considered genuine goods because, for the Stoics, a genuine good must
always be beneficial to the individual and society. But since external objects can be potentially
harmful or used in vicious ways, then they are not genuine goods. Consequently, possessing
them should not be cause for joy, or their absence cause for sorrow. 33
2.Passions and Valuation in the Dialogues
a) Desire as the Core of the Passions
The Stoic account of the value ascription inherent in the passions is helpful because, for
John, being attracted to things or desiring them plays a crucial role in moral life. From a strictly
textual viewpoint, this is evidenced by the number of desire-based passions named in the
Dialogues. In addition to the basic passion desire (reḥmto), which evokes Plato’s epithumia,
John speaks inter alia of the desire for wealth (roḥmat ʿutro) (19), which he also calls desire for

32

This is not to say that these “indifferents” are not useful, for they often constitute the framework or the
context in which virtue is exercised. To use the previous example, one needs to have an occupation in order to
exercise it virtuously. For some Stoics, some “indifferents” are appropriate objects of pursuit. These are called
“preferred indifferents.” Sorabji notes the Stoic Antipater’s view that it is one’s duty to work to secure for oneself
and family as health and prosperity. Yet, the Stoic attitude resides in one not grieving if she fails to secure these
objects, since they are “indifferent.” Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, 8.
33

Graver, Stoicism & Emotion, 49.

270
money (roḥmat kispo) (6, 8, 61, 75), and desire for mammon (reḥmto dmamuno) (87); the desire
for possessions (reḥmto dqenyone) (19); the desire for beauty (roḥmat šupro) (19); the desire for
glory (roḥmat tešbuḥto or roḥmat šubḥo) (30, 37); the desire for praise (roḥmat quloso) (35); and
the desire for authority (roḥmat šulṭono) (43, 45).
The term roḥmat (the construct form of reḥmto) is translated here as desire, in keeping
with its connection to epithumia, but it also denotes love (the root verb rḥem also means “to
love”). Therefore, it is translated in some secondary literature as “loving desire.” 34 Another
useful term which well translates reḥmto is the Stoic term “fondness,” which will be examined
later. The idea that desire is at the heart of all passions is explicitly stated by John. When arguing
for the bodily origin of all passions, including the so-called “passions of the soul,” John argues:
These passions are not naturally of the soul. But because of the things by whose need
(sniquto) and desire (reḥmto) the body is bound, there is a place for these passions in the
mind. Tell me, then, from where is envy? Is it not because a person desires (roḥem) what
he desires, and he sees another who has lots of it: be it wealth, or authority, or beauty, or
skill, or being known by the nobles? (43)

34

In his monograph on Isaac of Nineveh, who has drawn much on the Dialogues, Jason Scully uses “loving
desire” in his translation of a passage from the Solitary. Jason Scully, Isaac of Nineveh’s Ascetical Eschatology,
First edition, Oxford Early Christian Studies (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2017), 57.
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anger (ḥemto)” (26). I argue here that these passions roughly correspond to the Platonic reason (logistikon), appetite
(epithumia), and spirit (thumos), respectively.
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John posits desire, which is generated by bodily needs, at the heart of the passion of envy. 35 But
it is not only envy which is desire-based, but all the passions, as Eusebius’ reply to John
suggests. Eusebius replies that “the love (ḥubo) of things is the cause of these passions” (43-44),
where “these passions” refers to the passions of the body and of the soul which he had just listed.
This suggests that all the passions grow out of the desire for things.
Furthermore, whereas some passions, such as envy, are directly linked to desire, others
are linked to it indirectly, via another passion. The passion of zeal (ṭnono) is a good example.
John writes: “The somatic man, this is his zeal: authority over others, the wealth of those who are
wealthier than him, and the life of those who are more comfortable. The whole passion of [this
man’s] zeal is stirred up from envy, and his envy, also, begins from the desire (reḥmto) for
visible things (metḥazyon)” (20). John is saying that, in the somatic person, zeal—which, in the
Platonic school is connected to the irascible part of the soul and, hence, to anger—is mediated
through, and colored by, another passion, namely, envy. In other words, the somatic person is
zealous against others who have wealth and power because he envies them. But envy itself
comes from the desire for wealth and power, which John dubs “visible things,” evoking the Stoic
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Here too John views bodily need as the root of desire: “If the body’s need for these things made them to
be desired (netraḥmon), the desire for things is found to be the cause of envy in the person who desires them” (43).
One explanation of the bodily origin of desire comes from treatment of animal passions. Aiming to attribute all
passions to the nature of the body, including the trio love, anger, and discernment, John argues that the nature of the
body, be it animal or human, is bound to the “desire for life” (roḥmat ḥaye), which is akin to an instinct of selfpreservation. This “desire for life” is the primary passion that generates discernment and anger (27), meaning that
humans (and animals) favor what supports their biological life and spiritedly shun what threatens it.
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external goods. 36 The example of the passion of zeal, then, reinforces the idea that the desire for
visible things is at the core of all passions, except perhaps for the good passions.
That desire in se is not problematic for John is evidenced by the fact that John recognizes
several virtuous desire-based passions such as the desire for truth (roḥmat šroro) (69), the desire
for learning (roḥmat yulpono) (70, 87), and the desire for humility (roḥmat makikuto). The
difference between these passions and the ones John condemns is not the nature or the quality of
the desire but the desired object. In the virtuous passions, what one desires are choiceworthy
objects, such as truth, learning, and humility. It is not the elimination of desire that John
advocates but the desire for good objects. 37
Thus, passions are problematic partly because of the attraction to “visible things.” In
John’s worldview, visible things, like the body, are not inherently evil, but they are certainly of
lower value than invisible things, like the soul. In addition to their affinity with the material
world, there is another reason why visible things do not qualify as worthy “goods,” and that is
their mutability. This is made explicit in John’s analysis of the passion of love in those at the
lowest level of virtue, the somatics. John distinguishes between love (ḥubo), and two other
passions, lust (regto) and desire (reḥmto), and he believes that, at the somatic level, love is
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“awakened” by these two passions. This is yet another instance of one passion being mediated by
another. John defines lust and desire as follows: “Lust (regto) grows from care (renyo) for the
body” (19), which means that this passion seeks to satisfy the body’s needs, which in this case is
sex; while desire (reḥmto) for possessions grows from the “desire for many pleasures (roḥmat
rgigoto sagiyoto)” (19). The desire in question has possessions for object but seems to be rooted
in the desire for pleasure.
To paraphrase, for the least virtuous, love stems from two “causes”: lust for sex and
desire for possessions. These passions mediate love in that they impel the person to love people
who have beauty or wealth; it is love by proxy, since the person is loved for what she possesses
and not for herself. What is problematic is not only that love is motivated by lust and desire but
also the object of desire:
From the desire of these things is awakened the love [of the somatic person], the love for
all people—I speak of [love for] those people who possess [beauty and possessions].
Because of this, the love of somatic persons is not true (lo šariro), since it is from
mutable (meštaḥlpon) things that it begins to boil (rtaḥ) in their mind, and on ephemeral
(lo mqawyon) things their love rests. It is clear that, when these things, which are the
cause (ʿelto) of their love, change, with them their love is altered (meštagno). Their love
began from beauty which fades (ḥome) and from wealth which ceases (boṭel) and from
authority which passes (meštre). (19)
This passage suggests that love, desire, and lust derive their moral value from the axiology which
sustains them. Somatic love values mutable and ephemeral things, and mutable things confer
their mutability onto love. Hence, this love is seen as “false” because it disappears when the
mutable “goods” inevitably disappear. 38
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By contrast, at the pneumatic level, perfect or “Divine” love is “not indiscriminate or from a visible
cause, but from knowledge” (20). It is true love because it is based on immutable causes.
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John’s emphasis on desire-based passions evokes the Stoic concept of fondness, which,
for the Stoics, is a form of “sickness.” 39 Fondness contributes to the present analysis, not only by
providing a philosophical backdrop, but also by tying together some disconnected concepts in
John’s writings. John has, on one side, proclaimed evil passions as diseases, and, on the other,
shown how desire pertains to the person’s value system and fuels all evil passions. But he does
not expressly connect disease and value ascription. This is where the Stoic concept of fondness
can help in shedding a light on John’s psychology.
b) Desire and The Stoic Fondness
In Stoicism fondness is a class of (good or bad) character traits. Graver defines character
traits as “lasting attributes of persons that help to explain feelings and behavior, and they are also
variable from one individual to the next: they can be present in one person and not present, or
only very little present, in another.” 40 This definition emphasizes the connection between
character traits, on the one hand, and passions and behaviors, on the other. It also underlines the
stability of traits over time, meaning that, unless one undergoes a major conversion, one’s traits
reliably translate into specific emotions or behaviors over time. Thus, traits have a high
predictive value concerning the person’s reaction to certain objects or situations. 41
39

Fondness translates the prefix phil- in some of these vicious traits like philarguria (fondness for money)
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ones hexeis
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Not all fondness is vicious, however, for the Stoics. According to Graver, Stobaeus
distinguishes between the “goods of the mind” and the “evils of the mind.” Both these categories
operate through long-term mental states or “conditions” (hexeis). Among the good conditions are
good “habitudes” (epitēdumata), such as fondness for music (philomousia) and fondness for
literature (philogrammatia). 42 By contrast, vicious fondness is a species of the “bad conditions”
(hexeis). The latter are divided into three categories: sicknesses (nosēmata) (which include
fondness), aversions (proskopē), and proclivities (euemptōsiai).
Stobaeus defines sickness as “a desirous opinion which has hardened into a condition and
become entrenched, according to which people suppose that things which are not choiceworthy
are extremely choiceworthy; for instance, fondness for women, fondness for wine, fondness for
money.” 43 In other words, sicknesses concern the pursuit of certain “external” (“indifferent”)
objects (e.g., money, fame, power). The pursuit is not in se problematic, for the Stoics, but what
is problematic is that, in pursuing (or avoiding) certain objects, people “evaluate them
unconditionally, as goods inherently worth pursuing or as evils inherently worth avoiding.” 44 At
the core of fondness are, then, mistaken evaluations. But by calling sickness a “desirous
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opinion,” Stobaeus intends to embed the aspect of longing and craving into sickness (and
fondness, by extension), as well as the cognitive dimension.
One must ask, though, what distinguishes fondness from a passion, since they are both
connected to dispositional beliefs about the value of an object. For example, because a person
mistakes popularity for a good inherently worth pursuing, she judges that her newfound
popularity is cause for joy, and she is joyful. But, as noted earlier, the belief in the goodness of
the object is not new for that person; it is a pre-existing condition. The person does not rejoice
because she has suddenly decided, upon learning that she has gained a million new fans, that
popularity is good. She rejoices because that belief is already established and had become
“dispositional.” The difference between passions and fondness, then, is that fondness is
engrained, habitual, and difficult to change or eliminate. It becomes, then, a stable disposition
and a character trait which inclines the person to passionate desires. To reuse the example above,
with time the person begins to believe more and more strongly—albeit, mistakenly— in the
inherent good value of popularity and to crave popularity more and more. It is in this aspect of
fondness that merits it the label “sickness,” that is, a disordered psycho-moral state, and not
simply a sum of isolated, individual arousals of passions.
The Stoic concepts of sickness and fondness bring this section full circle because they
converge with John’s view of the passions as diseases and the role of desire in the passions.
Unlike the Stoics, however, John does not distinguish one specific category of passions or traits
as diseases. He views all passions as such. Similarly, fondness or desire (reḥmto) is not for him a
species of sickness only, but the core of every passion. And although he does not link sickness to
fondness and value ascription as expressly as the Stoics do, such a link is compatible with, and
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clarificatory of, his views. Simply put, in the light of Stoic views, it is permissible to say that, for
the Solitary, the passions are diseases because, at their core is an entrenched desire for mutable
and ephemeral things.
To summarize, this section has argued that John’s moral evaluation of passions is
influenced by his philosophical and Scriptural backgrounds. He does not view the passions as
intrinsically evil, since he recognizes the value of some “good passions,” such as love and joy.
Yet, because some passions can blind or distract the mind, impede the knowledge of God’s
Mysteries, compromise one’s freedom, or push him to evil deeds, these passions (and not others)
are diseases which one needs to cure. Underlying all these multiple passions, however, are a
desire for, and overvaluation of, “visible,” mutable, and evanescent goods.
Furthermore, John is the beneficiary of a rich philosophical and Biblical heritage
concerning the passions. He views the passions as diseases for affecting one’s acquisition of
knowledge of the Mysteries and moral behavior, and he focuses more on evil passions, which are
vices, than on good passions. Passions are morally relevant because, at their core, they are
desires which betray one’s value system. Passions are vicious and diseases of the soul when their
objects are mutable and ephemeral goods which fade in comparison with the ultimate good, the
eschatological knowledge of the Mysteries of God.
II. Passions and Moral Responsibility
The previous section has looked at the inherent moral value of the passions but did not
address the question of the agent’s moral responsibility for the passions. This section will
examine John’s conception of the will and its role in dealing with the passions. It will argue,
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first, that John depicts the inner life as a war of wills, and, second, that the agent’s moral
responsibility in this war is to struggle against the will of evil thoughts and passions.
A. The Conflict between the Wills
1.The Two Wills in the Dialogues
Before ascertaining the agent’s moral responsibility for the arousal of the passions, it is
important to understand the nature and role of the will in the Solitary’s psychology. The previous
chapter has argued that John’s understanding of moral psychology is vectorial, meaning that the
one’s inner life is teaming with forces pulling in different directions, and the bigger force
determines one’s moral direction. John describes this dynamic as a war of wills. 45 For John, a
will seems to be any inner force attempting to influence a person’s free choice. Therefore, he
endows many psychological entities with “wills.” He says that thoughts have a will, and one
needs to constrain evil thoughts lest their “will” become action (6, 78). There is a will for evil
(bišo) (91) but also a good will (ṣebyono ṭobo) or will for good (37, 46, 47). Similarly, stirrings
also have wills that can move the body to act a certain way (13). Passions (37, 78), such as one’s
sexual appetite (regto) (19) or anger (ḥemto) (25), have wills, as do “good passions,” such as
humility (38). Hence, one of the reasons John condemns evil passions is that they can dominate
the soul (meštalṭin bnapšo) (44) and the mind (47), meaning that they rob the person of her
freedom to do good.
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Despite the multiplicity of wills, a dichotomy is at play here because the war between the
multiple wills could be boiled down to a war between two wills (46): the will of the soul (38, 46,
47) and the will of the body (38, 79, 91). This war is the mark of a divided self and a troubled, ill
soul. 46 Indeed, one of the questions which the Solitary deems crucial to understanding moral
psychology is why, despite having natural law given to them by God, people commit evil. He
challenges Mara of Amid, who claims to know all he needs about human psychology, to explain
the following:
Even though God has placed in your nature a law that desire good things (roḥem ṭoboto)
and hates evil things, what are the causes that make (ʿobdon) you not in accord (owe)
with the goodness (ṭoboto) in your nature? Why is it that, even though the nature of your
soul is not material (lo mgašmo), your intelligence love corporality (pagronito)? […] And
what is the cause of your being divided (tetpleg) against yourself, that you are not in
agreement (lo šlamt) with your thoughts? For even though you hate them, [thoughts]
dwell (ʿomrin) in you; you rebuke them, and they are not removed (mšanen); and even
though you make supplication (metkašap) for their cessation (buṭolhun), they are not
expelled (metṭardin). To the contrary, you do not seek (boʿet) [them], but they remain
fixed (maqtin) in you. Then, if your conduct (duborok) is voluntary (bṣebyonok, literally,
by your will), and if you rule over (meštalaṭ) your will, tell me why dwells in you that
which you did not seek? (75)
In this passage John fleshes out in a series of questions the conundrum of the human
predicament: God has placed in humans a natural law which motivates them to do good; but,
nevertheless, humans do evil. Hence, for John, evil goes against the goodness of human nature; it
is “unnatural.” This predicament is both the sign, and result, of a lack of internal unity or
integrity (i.e., being “divided against oneself”). Notably, this predicament is also formulated in
terms of a struggle against one’s own evil thoughts, implying that evil thoughts (as well as
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passions) are the cause of evil deeds, that they may occur “involuntarily,” and that they can be
intractable.
One of the reasons for this predicament, according to John, is the lack of control (“rule”)
over one’s will. The Solitary accounts for this lack of psychomoral unity by recognizing two
wills (tren ṣebyonin) in humans, “one of the body, and another of the soul” (46). John’s
discussion of the two wills stems from, and textually follows, his discussion of the bodily origin
of the passions where he equates evil passions with the “fruits of the flesh” in Galatians 5:19 and
argues that, by contrast to evil passions, virtue is the fruit of the “good will (ṣebyono ṭobo) of the
soul” (46). This prompts Eusebius to ask whether there are two wills in the person.
This context suggests that the will of the body/will of the soul dichotomy maps onto
John’s interpretation of the Pauline flesh/spirit dichotomy in Galatians 5. This is further
supported by the fact that John cites the same passage from Galatians 5 as a biblical basis for the
two-will concept: “Not what you will, therefore, you do” (Galatians 5:17). This further confirms
that by “will of the body” John means a will for sin, and by “will of the soul” a will for virtue.
Nevertheless, this verse from Galatians 5 does not quite prove John’s point, since it portrays a
divided self but does not attribute a distinct will to body or soul. This requires John to elaborate
more. He writes: “If one is the will in our nature, then we would not will to not do what we will
[to do]. And which will wills in us to not do what we will, if not [the will] which admonishes
(marte) us to nullify (nbaṭel) the will of the body and to not do, by means of (byad) the good will
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of the soul which is in us, the will of the body?” (47). 47 The gist of this argument is that if
humans only had one will, namely, the will of the body, then they would simply act on that will,
without any internal conflict or resistance. But since humans resist the will of the body (they “do
not do what they will”), this means that there is another will which fights the will of the body and
seeks to neutralize it. This second will, antithetical to the body, can only belong to the naturally
virtuous soul.
2.Willing in Aristotle
John’s explanatory theory of the problem of moral evil is that humans commit moral evil
against their good nature because they lack complete rule over their will (and behavior). This
lack of complete rule over their will is due to the presence of two conflicting wills in the person:
one for good and one for evil. Even though this concept is expressly Paulinian, it also has
philosophical roots and bears some resemblance to the views of Aristotle and the Stoics. Michael
Frede’s account of the historical development of the notion of free will in pagan and Christian
writings is helpful here. Frede defines the will as “an event in one’s mind, a mental act, a choice
or decision which brings about the action.” 48 When one is hungry, one either wills to eat or wills
not to eat.
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Frede does not recognize such a notion in Plato or Aristotle. 49 Instead, he finds a related
concept, namely, the concept of “willing” or “wanting” to do something (boulesthai or boulēsis),
that is, “a form of desire which is specific to reason.” Simply, when one’s reason believes an
object to be a “good” worth pursuing, it desires it and designs ways to obtain it. Noteworthily,
according to Frede, for Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and their followers, reason is
attracted to the good, as well as to the true, and it alone “suffices to motivate us to do
something.” 50 In other words, it is sufficient that a person recognize the good for her to desire it
and be motivated to seek it. 51
For Plato and Aristotle, however, the soul is not fully rational. It consists of reason but
also of a “non-rational” part, which also has its own desires: this non-rational desire is epithumia.
To reuse an earlier example, when a subject is hungry, her appetite recognizes a certain food as a
good, desires it, and the person is moved to eat it. This desire is non-rational and is radically
different from the desire of reason. Calling one desire rational and the other non-rational is not a
normative statement. It does not evaluate the desire’s “reasonableness,” that is, its agreement
with right reason, so to speak; it only designates where the desire originates, in reason or in the
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appetite. In fact, one’s reason could desire an apparent but false good, and hence, be mistaken,
and one’s epithumia could desire the right amount of food and, thus, be “reasonable.” 52
Because these desires are seated in different parts of the soul, they can conflict with each
other. Yet, in Aristotelian moral psychology, this conflict is not understood in terms of an
internal conflict and deliberation whether one should follow the desire of reason or that of the
appetite. Aristotle has no notion of an arbiter which can resolve such a conflict between reason
and appetite and make an ad hoc decision about which course of action to take. More concretely,
if an agent ends up acting on the unreasonable desire of her appetite, it is not because she was
internally conflicted about whether to follow her appetite or her reason, and then deliberated and
decided to act against what her reason is telling her to do. In fact, the power of the appetite’s
desire is such that, in the heat of the moment, it does not even occur to the agent that acting on a
non-rational desire is a bad idea, even though the agent may later regret her action.
Frede describes this as “a conflict between a nonrational desire and a rational desire
which you would have, if you gave yourself or had the space to think about it”— a conflict
between one’s occurrent desire and one’s values or “choice” (prohairesis). 53 For instance, if a
person, who is a vegan out of care for animals, sees a piece of steak, desires it, and then eats it,
he is acting in this situation against his ethical stance as an animal advocate; he is acting against
what his reason normally judges to be right. In this limited sense, he is conflicted. But when he
desires the steak and eats it, he is not deciding to disregard his ethical stance; he is acting
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impetuously. At that moment, he is not internally conflicted, and the concern for animal rights is
absent from his mind. It is, perhaps, after having eaten the steak, and when he is no longer under
the influence of the desire of his appetite, that he may retrospectively recognize that he has acted
against his “choice.”
Aristotle calls akrasia, often translated as incontinence, this tendency to fail to act
according to one’s reason or “choice.” 54 He does not explain akrasia in terms of “weakness of
will,” as the term is often (mistakenly) translated, suggesting that the person fails to choose what
at the moment he knows to be the right choice. Instead, the “akratic” person fails to choose well
because of his lack of virtue or training of his appetite. The person fails because he has not
habituated his appetite to choose well or choose the right object. One’s present choices, in other
words, are explained by one’s past life, and not by one’s ad hoc decisions. For the appetite to act
virtuously—that is, reasonably—one needs to habituate it through practice and discipline. 55
In sum, Aristotle has a notion of choice (“willing”) yet does not develop a notion of will,
according to Frede. This is because rational and non-rational desires are “direct functions” of
reason and appetite, respectively. There is no will to resolve conflicts between these two forms
of desire. “Reason is not made to appear in two roles, first as presenting its own case and then as
adjudicating the conflict by making a decision or choice.” 56 In fact, such a notion of will emerges
only with the Stoics. Yet, for Aristotle, the person is still responsible for her actions, “since any
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form of motivation to act in a given way suffices for responsibility.” 57 But before exploring the
Stoic views on the subject, it is important to underscore how Aristotle’s views compare with
those of the Solitary.
3.Comparison between Aristotle and the Solitary on Willing
a) On the Two Desires
If Frede’s reading is correct, then Aristotle and the Solitary hold common conceptions
about the will. John uses the term “will” (ṣebyono), but, like Aristotle, he seems to understand
the will in terms of “desire,” that is, an attraction to a certain object. As discussed earlier, desire
is, for John, at the core of all passions. What he terms the “will of the passions” is the pull which
desire for ephemeral and mutable goods exercises on a person. This desire originates in the body,
since, unlike Aristotle, John does not recognize a non-rational part—or any partition, for that
matter—in the soul.
Like Aristotle, John recognizes a higher form of willing, namely, the “will of the soul.”
John diverges from Aristotle, however, in that his is not a distinction between a non-rational and
a rational desire, but between a will for evil and a will for good. Consequently, whereas Aristotle
does not view one form of desire or another as fundamentally normative (both epithumia and
reason can be reasonable or unreasonable), John views the will of the soul as naturally virtuous,
aiming at good deeds and knowledge, even if it does not always prevail. The will of the body, on
the other hand, is guided by the body’s desires and needs. The two wills are, therefore,
fundamentally at odds with each other and engaged in a war against one another.

57

Frede, 26.

286
Nevertheless, the conflict is not directly between the body and the soul but between the
wills representing the desires of each entity. More specifically, each will fights by proxy through
its thoughts. Hence, the battlefield of this war is the mind. It is not, therefore, a conflict between
a non-rational desire and a rational one, but between two cognitive entities, good and evil
thoughts. In other words, the war of wills is a war of thoughts in the person’s mind. This war is
not an intellectual deliberation, however, which a person holds in her mind. They are not simply
propositions but impulses and stirrings which move the person to act a certain way, because, for
John, thoughts motivate the person. It is thanks to this motivating function that a conflict
between thoughts is a conflict of wills.
b) On Akrasia
For John, not every will or thought automatically translates into action. In fact, John
describes the somatic person, who is at the lowest level of moral growth, as a person who can
hold certain evil thoughts in her mind and reflect on them, yet without “fulfilling their stirrings”
(13). Conversely, a person may know what the right course of action is and yet fail to pursue it.
John writes in that vein: “That people are troubled by evil deeds is not entirely from ignorance of
things but from their lack of diligence concerning evil passions” (74). Thus, he does not
subscribe to a Socratic “motivational internalism,” whereby knowing the good guarantees the
pursuit of the good, and no one acts against her better knowledge. 58
It is against this Socratic tenet (that no one acts against her better knowledge) that
Aristotle raises the concept of akrasia, to explain why some people at times fail to act on their
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rational desire. John does not share Aristotle’s concept of akrasia, however, as Frede interprets
it, as an explanation of the victory of the will of the body over the will of the soul. This is
because the internal conflict of wills or thoughts which John describes is absent from Aristotle’s
account of akrasia, as discussed earlier.
So how does John explain the person’s failure to act virtuously? In accordance with his
vectorial psychology, John posits that the stronger of the two wills prevails. The abovementioned example of the war between the passions of haughtiness, boastfulness, and desire for
glory, on the one hand, and humility, on the other, illustrates and supports such a reading: When
these passions and thoughts, which express the will of the body, have increased and multiplied in
the person’s mind, the virtue of humility, which expresses the will of the soul, ceases to fight and
“surrenders the inner organs to the will of the passions” (37).
Hence, for the Solitary, the weakness of the soul’s will explains one’s failure to achieve
virtue, even when one is aware at the moment what the virtuous choice is. Thus, it is not always
a case of ignorance, nor a case of acting impetuously, without thinking, as Aristotle describes
akratic action. The war metaphor suggests a conflict of long duration caused by the knowledge
that the body’s desires are evil and should not be pursued. Thus, the Solitary does not share
Aristotle’s notion of akrasia.
John offers two reasons for the weakness of the soul’s will. In the earlier passage about
humility, John explains the defeat of the will of the soul as a power imbalance between humility
and evil passions. This power imbalance has two causes: “First, because the good will does not
support (mʿadar) the passion of humility. Another [reason] is that all the things that accompany
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this person—authority, wealth, bold speech, 59 or honor—strengthen the passion of the desire for
glory with their support (ʿudronhun)” (37). Thus, the power imbalance stems from the disparity
in reinforcement: on the one hand, the “good will,” which is the will of the soul (47), does not
support the virtue of humility; and, on the other hand, one’s circumstances exacerbate the desire
for praise. Humility is weakened, while the desire for praise is strengthened.
Noteworthy here is John’s attention to situational factors in moral behavior. Despite his
general insistence on the body’s needs and desires as the cause of passions, John acknowledges
here the power of one’s situation to weaken or strengthen the passions. He reiterates this idea a
few pages later by saying that the passions “rule (šolṭin) over the mind (reʿyono) through causes
which are outside the body and from the body” (47). The causes which are “outside the body”
constitute one’s situation, at least partly.
It remains unclear in this example, however, why the naturally virtuous will of the soul
does not support the virtue of humility. 60 John does not answer this question here, but his answer
elsewhere to Eusebius’ question on the lack of virtue is informative. Eusebius asks the Solitary
why many people “seek to repeat other people’s evil things, but do not repeat good things” (41).
Eusebius’ question aims at a specific vice, namely, gossip, but John’s answer may be applicable
to vice, in general: “The cause of these [persons] is neither physical temperament alone, nor [is
it] from an evil cause. Rather, [it is] from the habit (ʿyodo) to which their upbringing (tarbito)
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habituated them (ʾaʿid bhen). In some, from the lack of training in virtues (lo duršo dabšapiroto).
[…] In others, from the lack of diligence (lo bṭiluto) for their souls” (42).
In his answer John names five factors which, individually or in combination, explain why
vicious acts occur, and, indirectly, what weakens the will for virtue:
First, physical temperament: In his doxography on the origin of the passions, which was
discussed in a previous chapter, John considers the theory of temperament as the origin of the
passions (39) but did not endorse it. But by claiming here that physical temperament “alone”
does not cause vice, he indirectly acknowledges that temperament can at least predispose the
person to certain vicious behaviors or passions. This applies not only to vice, but also to virtue,
as when John asserts that a person can be “naturally (bakyoneh) humble” (66).
Second, an evil cause: Like physical temperament, evil (which is mixed in with human
nature, as the Manicheans taught) is another potential cause of passions which John considers
without engaging or critiquing it in his doxography (39). John seems to discount it here as a
source of evil passions or vice.
Third, upbringing and habits: John views one’s upbringing as the source of one’s learned
behavior, or habits. One may develop a habit for a passion or a behavior, such as anger and
cursing (77). But habits may also be cognitive, that is, habitual ways of thinking (14). When
one’s upbringing is inadequate, one forms bad habits which can incline him to vice or, at least,
impede the development of virtue. In that vein, John writes elsewhere that “the habits and evil
upbringing (tarbito bišto) in which a person is brought up hinder (mʿawkoneh) the virtue
(myatruto) of his soul from being seen in his person” (50).

290
Fourth, training in virtue: Unlike habits instilled by one’s upbringing, training in virtue is
one’s own intentional habit-forming process. This will be discussed in the next chapter on virtue.
Fifth, diligence: For the Solitary, diligence is an important factor in overcoming the
passions and growing in virtue. Like natural law, this diligence is “placed in all humans,”
presumably by God (42); it is not acquired. The question is not, therefore, whether one is
diligent, but what one is diligent about. Diligence is oriented by love and will, John asserts:
“Everyone, therefore, is diligent about what he loves (ʾaḥeb) and about that which he has already
been taken by (ʾetḥed). No one, then, is deprived of being diligent about whatever he wills (ṣobe)
to be diligent about” (42). Simply, loving something gives one the will to care about it.
Nevertheless, this begs the question: Why does one love one thing but not another? The
question is even more puzzling, when John considers the general lack of diligence for the soul
and its diseases—to wit, the passions—and, its counterpart, the diligence for the body. Both the
body and the soul belong constitute the person, so why this disparity in the diligence they each
receive? John answers: “Being that the body feels (ḥoʾeš) the pleasures (nyoḥe) that are in it and
the necessities (ʾulṣone) that are from it, and because the pleasure and necessities of the body are
visible (metḥazyon), a person is deceived (metrme) into taking care of these things” (29).
Conversely, the soul is not the object of such diligence “because the nature of the soul is more
subtle than all bodies (gušmin). […] therefore, its diseases are not visible to humans, as to what
is the cause which injures them (humans). Nor do [humans] perceive (rgišin) the thoughts that
support their healing (mʿadrone dasyuthun)” (29). The argument here is that diligence, at least in
this case, is a function of sensation: Humans care for the body and its diseases because they can
“feel” the body’s pains and pleasures. The soul’s diseases, on the other hand, are imperceptible
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because of the soul’s “subtle” (i.e., immaterial, invisible) nature. Hence, the soul does not enjoy
the same diligence as the body.
Clearly, then, there are factors which can support or weaken one’s will for virtue. But, in
this war of wills, where exactly does the person’s moral responsibility fall? Is the person simply
a spectator to her own moral life, or is she a morally responsible agent? If the latter, what exactly
are the contours of her responsibility? What can she control, and what is outside of her sphere of
control? To answer these questions and better contextualize John’s own answers, it is necessary
to go beyond Aristotle and examine the Stoic notion of assent in the context of passions and
propatheia or pre-passions.
B. Passions and Moral Responsibility
1.Assent, Passions, and Propatheia
The discussion of the role of the will inevitably gives rise to the question of the person’s
moral responsibility, or lack thereof, for the arousal of thoughts or passions. One way to
approach this question is by examining the voluntariness of thoughts and passions, under the
reasonable assumption that, at least for a Christian writer, such as the Solitary, who believes in
God’s justice (25), one is responsible only for what one wills. Before looking for an answer in
the Dialogues, a brief historical overview can help contextualize the question.
The question of human voluntariness vis-à-vis the passions is central to Stoic psychology
because voluntariness delineates a person’s sphere of control over one’s behavior and passions,
and, therefore, one’s sphere of therapy. Simply put, one can cure only what one can control. But
one cannot control what is outside one’s will. For the Stoics, one’s assent is the marker of the
exercise of one’s will. As mentioned earlier, an impulse or hormē results from a motivating
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(hormētikē) impression, but in humans this requires reason’s assent to the impression. One must
ratify the impression, say, that it is appropriate to be sorrowful at the death of a friend, for one to
be sorrowful.
Unlike for Aristotle, for the Stoics, the soul has no irrational part with its own form of
desire; it is wholly rational. Hence, on Frede’s reading of the Stoics, all desires emanate from
reason, and are, consequently, voluntary, in that they would not arise without reason’s assent to
an impression. 61 Assent is this “mental event” which endorses or ratifies an impression or a
belief and, without it, beliefs have no power. Assent is the expression of a person’s decision to
follow her belief or not—a notion which Aristotle does not consider.
It is “up to us” (eph’ hēmin), say the Stoics, to act or not. For Epictetus, however, the
voluntary sphere is much narrower and is limited to how a person deals with impressions, for
even external action can be impeded, and, therefore, is not wholly voluntary. What is truly “up to
us,” then, is not only whether we assent to motivating impressions, but also whether to scrutinize
them, dwell on them, or get rid of them. This “up to us” opens up a space of voluntariness
wherein a choice is possible, in contrast with the myriad of situations over which the person has
no control. This choice is whether to give assent to an impression.
A person’s disposition to deal with her impressions constitutes her prohairesis (choice),
according to Epictetus, and, if Frede’s reading is correct, this disposition can be called will and
marks the first time a notion of will appears in Western thought. 62 Moreover, according to Frede,
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it is this Stoic notion of will which, more than Plato or Aristotle, ultimately influenced Christian
writers such as Origen and Augustine. 63 Even Evagrius, following the Stoics, taught that it is not
“up to us” whether thoughts enter the mind, but it is “up to us” whether passions arise. 64
As Stoic thought developed, the line of voluntariness shifted slightly with the advent of
the concept of propatheia or pre-passions. According to Sorabji, propatheia, as a concept,
originated, at least partly, as a response to Posidonius, who contested the connection between
cognition and passions. Posidonius argued that a person may experience a passion without any
reference to a specific belief or thought. 65 When a person listens to wordless music, for example,
he may be moved to sadness or tears without the accompanying thought that an evil has befallen
him or that he has suffered a loss. Thus, this was a return to a more Platonic understanding of
passions as non-rational forces, independent of cognition.
One of the responses to Posidonius came from Seneca. Seneca did not deny the emotional
experiences which Posidonius relays but argued that these experiences were not, in fact,
passions, but propatheia (propassio, in Latin) or “first movements”—that is, an initial shock or
agitation of the mind in reaction to impressions. 66 Seneca’s solution, then, is to acknowledge
these experiences but to cast them only as “initial” or incipient movements, and not full-fledged
events as are passions. As an initial shock, propatheia are antecedent to the person’s deliberate
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judgement (that it is appropriate to react a certain way to the stimulus, such as sad music).
Consequently, they are an antecedent to the passion itself. 67
Being antecedent to passions does not mean that propatheia necessarily anticipate or
announce the emergence of passions, but that they precede reason’s input on the stimulus or
impression. Moreover, even though these first movements may be accompanied by
psychophysiological reactions, such as pallor or tears, Seneca maintains that this initial shock is
not a passion because it is (largely) involuntary and cannot be prevented by using reason. 68 The
concept of propatheia has then moved forward the line of voluntariness by being interposed
between impressions and assent.
One of the useful applications of the concept of propatheia is that it allows for more
psychological realism: it can explain, for example, how the Stoic sage, who has reached
apatheia, may still experience the beginnings, or antecedents of, affective responses, yet without
falling prey to passions. Simply, it allows the sage to be portrayed in a more “human” way. This
also proved useful to some Christian writers who received this Stoic concept of propatheia via
Philo of Alexandria and who were averse to ascribing passions to Jesus Christ, God-made-flesh
and the epitome of the Christian “sage,” and who saw in pre-passions an adequate designation of
Christ’s human “affections” which does not involve his willful assent. 69
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Because of its connection to assent and the will, the concept of propatheia also found
favor in Christian circles, where theologians were interested in ascertaining the sinfulness of
passions and one’s subjective guilt in experiencing them. This concept underwent a significant
transformation, however, in Christian writings, especially with Origen. This is because Origen
started to speak of propatheia, not as “first movements,” but as thoughts. More specifically, he
started to identify propatheia with logismoi, that is, the thoughts which “come from the heart,” as
the Gospels of Mark (7:21) and Matthew (15:19) describe them. 70 Thus, the shift here is towards
a cognitive understanding of propatheia.
Unlike Seneca who spoke of propatheia as an “initial shock,” Origen views these
antecedents to passions as thoughts and “suggestions” of sinful behavior. Yet, like Seneca, he
views the emergence of these thoughts as largely involuntary, and, therefore, not sinful. This
does not justify, however, human inaction towards these logismoi. To the contrary, the duty of
the Christian is to resist these thoughts and not entertain them. It is when the Christian indulges
in these bad thoughts and allows them to develop that she bears moral responsibility for their
presence in her mind and for the bad deeds which these thoughts may engender. 71
It is perhaps for this reason that the distinction between logismoi and passions proved
useful for ascetics like Evagrius. In fact, Robert Sinkewicz considers Evagrius’ most original
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Sorabji, 348. Sorabji sees in the Christian adaptations of the Stoic first movements into logismoi a clear
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contribution to asceticism in the Praktikos to be his list of eight generic bad thoughts or
logismoi. 72 Evagrius clearly distinguishes these thoughts from the passions. Following the Stoics,
he writes that “[w]hether or not all these thoughts trouble the soul is not within our power; but it
is for us to decide if they are to linger within us or not and whether or not they stir up the
passions.” 73 Like the Stoics and Origen, Evagrius attaches voluntariness and moral responsibility
only to allowing thoughts to linger in the mind (and the subsequent emergence of passions) and
not to the sudden appearance of tempting thoughts. 74
This brief historical overview shows that the sphere of one’s voluntariness, and,
therefore, moral responsibility, can range from assenting to acting a certain way, to assenting to
an impression or belief which produces an impulse or a passion. The advent of the Stoic concept
of propatheia retraced the contours of voluntariness by allowing that an initial, pre-rational
“shock” at an impression may be pre-voluntary. Under Christian influence, propatheia morphed
into logismoi, that is, evil thoughts whose appearance is not voluntary but whose management by
the person is. Passions, on the other hand, remain under one’s moral responsibility.
2.Voluntariness and Moral Responsibility in the Dialogues
It is possible now to examine and situate John’s views on the contours of one’s moral
responsibility regarding thoughts and passions. To begin with the most fundamental idea, John
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holds the person responsible for her passions. He considers evil passions to be “condemned by
God.” God also “punishes the person who is enslaved to them” (47). John reserves his harshest
condemnation to people with unbridled passions. He believes that “everyone who does not
restrain his envy and does not know reconciliation is not numbered among humans, but,
according to the Gospel’s understanding, is numbered among Satan’s angels, and with them
[God] will send him to the Gehenna of fire” (25). 75 In other words, people who do not even
attempt to rein in their passions are as evil as Satan’s angels and deserve to be punished
accordingly. And since God’s judgment is not unjust (lo ʿawolo), and God would not condemn
someone for what they are not responsible for, therefore, humans are responsible for removing
evil passions.
If the person is morally responsible for her passions, where exactly does her
responsibility lie? John does not employ the Stoic “assent,” and such a concept does not fit into
his complex moral psychology for several reasons. In fact, John does not tie the passions to
impressions but to thoughts or “foolish thinking” (ignorance). These thoughts are much more
elaborate in their content than the typical Stoic propositions, such as “it is appropriate for the
soul to expand at this time.” Moreover, in the examples he uses, such as the thoughts which
cause sorrow or tears, John attaches multiple thoughts to a single passion. Therefore, dealing
with thoughts, as John describes them, requires a more complex mental operation than a simple
assent or rejection.

75

John repeats this idea when describing the state of complete vice. He says that people “whose whole
mind is absorbed in evil thoughts, and if they are eager to act on them, they stand in the conduct of demons” (13).
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Furthermore, John does not declare whether he condemns the person for the emergence
of thoughts in her mind, even though the concept of propatheia or first movements does not
appear in his writings. In fact, John does not pay much attention to the process of formation of
thoughts or differentiate between nascent and entrenched thoughts in his analysis. He treats the
presence of thoughts as a fait accompli and even believes that it is not humanly possible to have
no impure thoughts at all (63). This may be less an indication of his theoretical interests than of
his pragmatic concerns, meaning that this may reflect the kind of problems he and the monks he
counsels face. Thus, he does not focus his therapeutic efforts on preventing the emergence of bad
thoughts, even though such techniques would be compatible with his overall model. Instead, his
focus is on the war against present evil thoughts.
As mentioned earlier, John often uses the military language of war in relation to thoughts
and passions. In the Dialogues he writes that thoughts can conquer (zko) the person (76), but
also, one can engage in combat or struggle (’aguno) against thoughts and conquer (zko) them
(75). To prevent committing evil deeds, one must strive and fight against (ktaš) evil thoughts
(13), and one’s mind must war (qareb) (86, 90) against them. Real valor (’atliṭuto šarirto),
asserts the Solitary, is the victory (zokuto) over evil thoughts (90). 76 The struggle against evil
thoughts is, then, within the purview of human will and moral responsibility. It is when the
person “surrenders” to evil thoughts or to the “will of the passions” that passions manifest (37).
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As long as one struggles against evil thoughts, passions can be prevented. But even if the
passions were to occur, the person can still remove them, as the next chapter on therapy shows.
Struggle is a more complex way to deal with passions than assent and has a rich
philosophical background. The Syriac term for struggle which John uses is a Greek loanword,
’aguno. It is used several times in the New Testament Peshitta, including the reference in
1Timothy 6:22 to the “good fight (’aguno ṭobo) of the faith,” to indicate a moral struggle but not
the struggle against one’s thoughts or passions. 77 This notion of struggle or contest (agōn) is also
found in Ancient philosophy. In The Hermeneutics of the Subject, Michel Foucault locates agōn
within the practice of the care for the self (epimeleia heautou), which was “a duty and a
technique” for the benefit of the philosopher and the non-philosopher alike. 78 The multiplicity of
exercises involved in this self-care notwithstanding, this practice was viewed as a form of
training. Thus, Demetrius the Cynic compared the aspiring sage to a training athlete. 79 Foucault
finds that the two metaphors frequently used to describe this training are that of “the athletic
contest (in life one is like a wrestler who has to overcome successive opponents and who must
train even when he is not fighting) and that of war (the soul must be deployed like an army that is
always liable to be attacked by an enemy).” 80

The Greek New Testament uses the term agōnia to express the agony of Christ at Gethsemane (Lk
22:44), which implies a fight against thoughts or propatheia. The New Testament Peshitta does not, however, use
’aguno in that same verse, but the term deḥlto, which means fear.
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The notion of training found favorable echoes in Christianity, which viewed the
Christian, and especially the Christian ascetic, as an athlete. However, what distinguishes the
Christian athlete, according to Foucault, is that, whereas the contest of the pagan athlete is with
external events or situations which may besiege her, the Christian athlete’s struggle is within and
against herself: her thoughts, desires, sins, etc. “The ancient athlete is an athlete of the event,”
Foucault writes. “The Christian is an athlete of himself.” 81
Thus, just as in Ancient philosophy, struggle and war are also the Solitary’s preferred
metaphors for expressing the Christian’s response to evil thoughts and passions. They are part of
the resistance technique that John recommends in his therapy, alongside other therapeutic
techniques which will be explored in the next chapter. But their import for this chapter is that
they delineate the person’s sphere of willful control and responsibility regarding thoughts and
passions. To the degree that struggle and war express a willful rejection of evil thoughts, they are
the counterpart of the Stoic assent. Building on this observation, it may also be said that, despite
conceiving of two wills similar to Aristotle’s two forms of desire, John, like the Stoics, has a
notion of will, and not simply of willing, like Aristotle does.
Conclusion
To conclude, this chapter has argued that the moral relevance of the passions is a function
of their effect on the mind. Passions are diseases of the soul when they distract and obstruct the
mind from acquiring knowledge, especially the knowledge of the Mysteries of God. Passions
also motivate action and are evil when they incline one to evil deeds. Furthermore, evil passions
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express the will of the body, which is antithetical to the virtuous will of the soul. In the war
between these two wills, it is incumbent upon the agent to support the will of the soul and fight
against the will of the evil passions and its army of thoughts.
Surveying John’s account of passions lays the grounds for examining John’s therapy of
passions and raises several questions: How does one cure the passions? If John does not view the
passions as essentially evil, and, therefore, does not advocate for apatheia, what is the aim of his
therapy? Does the emphasis on the role of thoughts in passions shape this therapy and the role of
the body and the soul in it? And, finally, how does this therapy help one’s moral growth within
John’s three-tiered division of spiritual life? These questions will be addressed in the next
chapter.

CHAPTER SIX: THE THERAPY OF THE PASSIONS IN THE DIALOGUES ON THE
SOUL
Introduction
John of Apamea is the first known theologian in Syriac Christianity to emphasize the
importance of psychology, which he calls the “science of the mind” (ḥekmto dreʿyono) (75), and
to utilize it for ascetic purposes. Within psychology, what particularly interests him is the
“knowledge of the passions of the soul” (ʾidaʿto dḥaše dnapšo) (74, 76), to use the Solitary’s
own term, or psychopathology, to use a modern term. Hence, John’s interest in psychopathology
is not purely theoretical but also practical. He aims to put the knowledge about the passions in
the service of his hearers’ moral and spiritual growth. Like many Greek philosophers and Fathers
of the Church, he is proposing a therapy of the passions which this chapter will explore.
The previous two chapters have yielded five fundamental insights into John’s view of the
passions. First, passions are stirrings closely connected with thoughts. More specifically,
passions are at their core a mistaken overvaluation of, and desire for, mutable goods. Second,
some passions, such as joy and love, are morally good, while others, such as fear, are inherently
morally neutral and gain their moral valence from their intentional object. Nevertheless, it is with
vicious passions, the “diseases” of the soul, and the ways to cure them that the Solitary is mostly
concerned.
Third, passions are at least partly voluntary, and, therefore, can be modified by an effort
of the will. In fact, John believes that all people are morally responsible for removing evil
passions and will be judged by God for not doing so. Fifth, there are two main categories of
passions, the passions of the body and the passions of the soul, depending on whether the
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passions mainly concern bodily appetites or interpersonal relations, respectively, with the
passions of the soul coming second in the order of therapy. Thus, curing the passions of the body
paves the way for the more arduous therapy of the passions of the soul.
This chapter argues that John’s therapy of the passions is guided by these five insights
into the nature, structure, and moral valence of passions. It will, first, sketch the theoretical
framework of John’s therapy: its philosophical background, as well as its general model and
outcomes. Second, it will examine the primary type of therapeutic techniques John proposes,
namely, the cognitive techniques which take into consideration the connection between passions
and thoughts. Third, it will consider the secondary types, such as the behavioral and contextual
therapeutic techniques. Together, these three sections aim to organize the Solitary’s ideas on
healing the passions into a coherent therapeutic method.
I. The Theoretical Framework of the Solitary’s Therapy
This section will examine, first, the philosophical background of John’s concern for
curing the passions and, second, the models and outcomes of his therapy. I argue here that, even
though John’s therapy is, at least partly, the heir of a medical model of ethics emerging from
philosophy, it is fundamentally determined by his distinctly Christian view of eschatology.
A. The Philosophical Background
1.Philosophy as a “Way of Life”
Not unlike Greek philosophers, the Solitary aims in the Dialogues to use the knowledge
of the passions for therapeutic purposes. That Hellenistic and Roman philosophies were used for

304
practical purposes is famously demonstrated by Hadot. 1 Among the practical applications of
philosophy Hadot counts many applications which converge with Christian aims, such as “[t]he
concern with individual destiny and spiritual progress, the intransigent assertion of moral
requirements, the call for meditation, the invitation to seek this inner peace […].” 2 Philosophers
achieved these goals by proposing “spiritual exercises” (askesis), teaching their disciples how to
read and dialogue and how to live and die. 3 These exercises consist of “inner activities of the
thought and the will,” and are meant to re-shape one’s very “way of being.” 4 And because people
are plagued with “unregulated desires and exaggerated fears”—that is, passions—which keep
them from living their best lives, the primary goal of these exercises was to cure the passions. 5
Philosophy’s aim to shape one’s “way of being” put it on a collision course with
Christianity, which also aims at the radical transformation of the self. The similarity in purpose,
coupled with a difference in metaphysical frameworks, led to unfavorable comparisons, so much
so that some early Apologists, such as Justin Martyr, styled Christianity itself as a philosophy in
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opposition with, and superior to, pagan philosophy. 6 Similarly, in the Alexandrian tradition and
the writings of the Cappadocians, Christianity was dubbed as the “true philosophy” and “the
philosophy according to Christ.” 7 Starting in the fourth century, even monasticism came to be
called a philosophy with its form of askesis. 8
Despite the animosity of some Christian thinkers towards pagan philosophy, Christian
monasticism has absorbed and adapted some of philosophy’s spiritual exercises. One of the
major effects of introducing these spiritual exercises in monastic circles was a shift towards a
deeper introspection and examination, not only of one’s actions, but also of one’s thoughts and
intentions—what the Stoics call prosoche, or presence to oneself. 9 It is within this framework of
introspective examination that attention to the passions became central to Christian asceticism, as
it had been for pagan philosophers for centuries. Nevertheless, some philosophers, such as
Martha Nussbaum, object that Christian asceticism is fundamentally incompatible with
“medical”—that is, therapeutic—applications. Nussbaum’s objection will be addressed next.
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2.Philosophy as Medicine
Related to its role as a “way of life,” philosophy was also compared in some schools to
medicine. If philosophy is concerned with transforming the person, then it must have some
notion of a normative or optimal state of being towards which it aims to guide humans. By the
same token, it must have some notion of what a dysfunctional, or at least, sub-optimal state of
being is. This concern for human well-being and health pushes philosophy into the territory of
medicine. Nussbaum asserts, in that direction, that all three major Hellenistic schools (the
Skeptics, the Epicureans, and the Stoics) agree that the role of philosophy is to reduce human
suffering and promote flourishing or eudaimonia. 10 These schools also “accept the
appropriateness of an analogy between philosophy and the art of medicine.” 11 Philosophy as
discourse could lay claim to being therapeutic because it understood the soul’s diseases to be the
result of faulty thinking. Consequently, only “therapeutic arguments”—that is, correct ways of
thinking about oneself and the world—could reduce human suffering and help one flourish.
Simply put, philosophy heals the passions by correcting one’s thoughts.
Nussbaum views this “medical approach” as a subversion of the previous, “non-medical”
forms of ethical inquiry known in ancient Greece. One of these approaches to ethics is what she
calls the “Platonic approach.” According to the central myth in Plato’s Phaedrus, the souls must
climb a high steep to attend a banquet at the rim of heaven. When they reach the top, they “stand
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followers.
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on the high ridge of heaven” and “gaze upon what is outside heaven.” There the soul is
“delighted at last to be seeing what is real and watching what is true;…[it] has a view of Justice
as it is; it has a view of Self-control; it has a view of Knowledge—not the knowledge that is
close to change, that becomes different as it knows the different things which we consider real
down here. No, it is the knowledge of what really is what it is.” 12 In other words, in this view
virtues and ethical norms exist outside this world: They are eternal and unchanging, and the soul
can know them.
Nussbaum sees in this myth in Phaedrus a total disconnect between ethical knowledge,
found in its pure form only in heaven, and human nature on earth: Ethics and human beings are
said to exist on two very different levels. According to this Platonic model, “the ethical norms
are what they are quite independently of human beings, human ways of life, human desires
…The best life might turn out to be a life that none of us could attain, or even one that none of us
could grasp or envisage.” 13 Ethical norms are not inferred from the human experience, needs,
and longings but are extrinsic to them: They are objective and unchanging. Nussbaum dubs this
approach to ethics “scientific,” meaning that the ethical inquiry, not unlike physics or biology,
“consists in discovering permanent truths about values and norms, truths that are what they are
independently of what we are, or want, or do. They are set in the fabric of things, and we simply
have to find them.” 14
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Another ethical approach which follows the Platonic model, Nussbaum argues, is
Christian ethics, at least as conceived by Augustine. In Augustinian ethics, as in the scientific
approach, ethical norms are not discovered by exploring the deepest human needs and desire.
“God has set up certain ethical standards; it is our job to do what God wants. But we may or may
not be endowed with the capability of seeing, or wanting, what God wants.” 15 The Christian
approach so described is problematic, for Nussbaum, then, because of the difficulty in knowing
eternal Divine laws. Moreover, the moral ideal set before us is so disconnected from our reality
and nature that we may not even be motivated to pursue it. 16
The Platonic (or scientific) approach stands in large contrast with the second type of
approach to ethics, to wit, what Nussbaum terms the “medical” approach. Nussbaum writes that
“medicine seems to be in its nature an engaged, immersed art, an art that works in a pragmatic
partnership with those it treats. It takes very seriously their pains and pleasures, their own sense
of where health and flourishing lie.” 17 Simply put, ethical norms are intrinsic to the human
experience and must be constructed by closely examining human needs and desires. They are
true only insofar as they alleviate the suffering of real people and resonate with their longings.
Nussbaum eschews radical moral relativism, however, by asserting that people may have wrong
beliefs about what health is, and a physician may have to present her patient with a normative
account of health. But, to bring about healing, this account of health still needs to resonate with
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the patient. 18 This medical approach to the ethical inquiry, thus described, is the approach taken
by the Hellenic schools of philosophy, according to Nussbaum.
Nussbaum’s understanding of the medical approach to ethics raises the following
question: Are Christian and medical approaches to ethics mutually exclusive? More specifically,
do the Christian roots of the Solitary’s ethics automatically preclude his therapeutic aim to cure
the passions? The answer is no. In fact, Nussbaum’s strict distinction between non-medical and
medical ethics seems to rest on a false dichotomy between objective, divinely ordained norms
and human needs and desires. It is based on a voluntarist divine command theory which ignores
essential Christian tenets, such as natural law and the teleology of Creation. It is not possible
here to elaborate on this topic, but the gist of this teleology is that the ultimate end and
flourishing of human nature, including the satisfaction of the deepest human needs and longings,
is in fundamental harmony with God’s eternal laws and commandments. This Christian tenet is
famously captured by Augustine’s aphorism: “Nevertheless, to praise you is the desire of man, a
little piece of your creation. You stir man to take pleasure in praising you, because you have
made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” 19 Consequently, a medical
model of ethics which takes into account human desires is compatible with a theological model
which rests on Revelation. In other words, Christian ethics can adopt the medical approach. 20
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The harmony between the Christian and medical approaches can be seen in the Solitary’s
view of therapy, not only because the passions themselves are the result of the soul’s association
with the body—an association ordained by God (1-2)—but also, as the rest of this chapter will
show, passions are cured thanks to the human orientation towards God and the eternal New Life
with him. Indeed, John styles himself as a “helpful physician” (28) teaching others to cure the
diseases which are vicious passions, but the ultimate aim of his therapy responds to the human
longing for communion with God.
B. The Therapeutic Objectives
Before delving in the next section into specific therapeutic techniques, it is helpful to
look at the objectives of John’s therapy, that is, the goals which his therapy aims to achieve.
These objectives guide the therapy and broadly determine its shape. John conceives of two main
objectives of therapy: weakening the passions and removing the passions. But I argue here that,
for John, the ideal therapeutic outcome is represented in the state of the passions at the
pneumatic level—that is, the most advanced level in John’s three-tiered division of the moral
life. The pneumatic level begins on earth, albeit only in a select few people, but it is completed
eschatologically in the New life. Put differently, I argue that John’s therapeutic objectives are
guided by his eschatology.
1.Weakening the Passions
The first therapeutic objective found in the Dialogues is weakening the (vicious) passions
which John describes as follows:
These passions, brother, if a person does not accomplish their will, they are fully
weakened (metmaḥlin). For lions are powerful by nature, but by stilling them, the venom
of their evil turns to weakness (mḥiluto). So it is with passions. Likewise, by neglecting
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(mahmyonuto) the will of the passions, the power of their evil (bišuthun) is enfeebled
(toḥeb). And just as by excitement (magryonuto) and constant nourishment (tursoyo),
lions prevail with the power of their might, similarly, therefore, the one who
accomplishes the will of his thoughts excites (magro) them to grow even stronger against
him. (78)
The animal analogy is quite evocative. It portrays the passions as wild, powerful, and ferocious,
like lions, but also as tamable. The way to tame them is by weakening them, just as lions are
weakened by starvation. Similarly, vicious passions grow stronger or weaker depending on
whether or how often a person “nourishes” them or denies them, respectively. When a person
acts in accordance with their inclination or their “will,” the passions grow more “excited” and
stronger. Conversely, when the person willfully resists or “neglects the will of her passions, the
passions are weakened and atrophied. They become easier to subdue or keep at bay.
It is notable that John does not speak here of removing the passions but of weakening
them, and, more specifically, of weakening the evil impact of the passions. In the analogy, the
lions are still present, even though the power or the “venom” of their evil has been weakened. In
keeping with this model, John writes elsewhere that one can “lessen” (bṣir) the passion of malice
(26), subdue (mkabeš) the passion of anger (24), and conquer (zoke) evil thoughts (78). 21
Similarly, he believes that a passion can fade away or wither (ḥome) when it is not being
activated (26).
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Equally notable here also is that John uses passions and thoughts interchangeably, as he does elsewhere
in the Dialogues. This does not necessarily mean that John equates the two, but rather that the atrophy method works
for both evil passions and evil thoughts.
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2.Removing the Passions
This does not mean that, for the Solitary, the removal of evil passions is undesirable or
impossible. Even though he does not use the term apatheia (lo ḥašošuto, in Syriac), John uses
several verbs which indicate the removal of evil passions. For example, he speaks of being freed
(metḥarar, mḥarar) (21, 44, 47, 71, 75, 77) and saved (ʾetpaṣe) (36, 38) from evil passions,
thereby alluding to the impact of the passions in term of limiting one’s freedom and will. He also
speaks of being purified (ʾetdaki) of the passions (22, 25, 55, 47, 63, 74, 75), suggesting that the
passions are impurities of the soul. He also speaks of the passions being removed (meštaqal)
from the person (75), or brought to naught (baṭel) (32, 42, 58, 75, 78, 79). What all these verbs
have in common is the idea that removing vicious passions is a possibility and a desirable
outcome of therapy.
In addition to these verbs, there are two instructive phrases which express this objective.
The first phrase is “removing the boldness of the passions.” The Syriac word for boldness,
pare(h)siya, is a Greek loanword. In Greek, parrhesia means free, candid, and bold speech. In
Syriac, it is also used to designate a general attitude of boldness and familiarity. In the
Dialogues, removing the boldness of the passions is presented as the result of defeating and
expelling the passions from the soul:
The person who, therefore, takes up the burden of casting these [thoughts] out
(mapqothun) of himself, and defeats (ḥayeb) and expels (ṭrad) them from within his mind
(reʿyono), [the passions] do not dwell in his mind despotically (mšalṭoʾit). Even if they
pass through as travelers (ʾorḥe) on the road to his heart, as long as he rebukes them
severely (meko neke), they easily disappear (ṭolqin). Just as when slaves are expelled
from their master’s house, they no longer have the boldness (pare(h)siya) to enter [the
house], as they were formerly accustomed, similarly, the boldness of these passions is
removed from the soul by their abiding outside of it. Thereafter, the person’s mind will
rest (bhil) in continual stillness (šelyo ʾamino). (78)
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There are several interesting elements in this passage. First, the analogy between the
removed passions and the expelled slaves is quite descriptive. It implies that the person,
represented by the master, needs to be in control of her household: her will must be strong, and
she has the authority to remove the passions, represented by the slaves. Second, this passage
nevertheless admits the possibility of the reemergence of the passions in a person, even after they
have been expelled from her mind. Therapy is, then, an ongoing process, but one that gets easier
once one has undertaken the hard task of “removing the boldness” of the passions, that is, once
the passions no longer have permission to dwell in the mind. As long as the person “rebukes”
(rejects or resists) the passions, they easily vanish. However, the possibility of the reemergence
of the passions, even in a subdued state, raises the question whether John believes a complete
removal of the passions is humanly possible. To be sure, he believes that it is not humanly
possible to never have any impure thoughts (63), but not all thoughts necessarily become
passions.
The second phrase which expresses the notion of removal is the “self-emptying
(msarquto)” from the passions. Studying this concept of msarquto in the Syriac tradition,
Sebastian Brock notes the biblical roots of this term, which is based on the Syriac rendition of
the Greek verb heauton ekenōsen in Phil 2:7 which describes the self-emptying (kenōsis) of
Christ and his assuming the status of a slave. 22 Brock locates the verb “to empty oneself” in the
writings of Aphrahat and Ephrem where it primarily refers to the practice of renouncing one’s
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Sebastian P. Brock, “Radical Renunciation: The Ideal of Msarrqûtâ,” in To Train His Soul in Books:
Syriac Asceticism in Early Christianity, ed. Robin Darling Young and Monica J. Blanchard, CUA Studies in Early
Christianity (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 2011), 123.
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possessions. 23 With the Book of Steps in the late fourth century, msarquto became also associated
with a self-emptying of the heart of “all hateful thoughts of sin,” as well as the renunciation of
possessions. 24
Brock also points out that the Book of Steps, which was written in the Persian Empire,
was influential in Roman Syria, where the Solitary lived. Relatedly, he sees in John’s use of
msarquto a continuation of the Book of Steps, since John speaks of the self-emptying of the
desire for money and other passions. This means that, for John, self-emptying is still associated
with possessions, or, in this case, money, but indirectly so, because John is more concerned with
emptying oneself of the desire for money than with money per se. In other words, he is more
focused on what the Book of Steps calls the “msarquto of the heart.” As Brock puts it, for John,
msarquto of possessions “primarily involved nonpossessiveness, rather than nonpossession.” 25
This does not mean that renouncing possessions is not important. In fact, John views that
msarquto, in its somatic form, is about possessions, and it precedes and prepares for the
psychical msarquto, which consists of the “self-emptying from hateful thoughts” (85). 26 By
coupling these two forms of msarquto, material and psychological, John clearly echoes the Book
of Steps, but his originality is in adding an order of execution and importance to them by
integrating them into his three-tiered spiritual life. Moreover, John has also expanded the scope
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Brock, 128. Brock locates the same idea in one of John’s letter, Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von
Johannes dem Einsiedler, 56.
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of self-emptying by tying it, not only to money and possessions, but to additional passions, such
as to the desire for praise. He writes in that direction that, after having emptied oneself from the
desire for money, one must empty oneself of the desire for praise (6). 27
The two therapeutic objectives are seemingly at odds. Is the goal of therapy to remove
evil passions, or simply to weaken them? John does not offer an answer. But it is possible that
these objectives are simply two different levels of therapy: a beginner’s level, which consists in
weakening the passions, and which lays the grounds for the second and more advanced level,
which aims at their removal. But do either of these objectives represent the ultimate goal of
therapy or asceticism? To answer this question, one needs to look at John’s account of the
passions at the pneumatic level.
3.Passions and Pneumaticity
Perhaps the best description of the ideal emotional state in the Dialogues is found in the
account of the passions at the pneumatic level. It is important to note, first, that the pneumatic
level has two phases: an imperfect, earthly phase granted by grace to a select few (66), and a
perfect, eschatological phase in the New Life, given to all the saints. In the eschatological phase,
the pneumatic person can experience the “good passions” (56) discussed in an earlier chapter.
Akin to the Stoic eupatheia, the good passions are not different species of passions, but
transformed passions. Good passions such as love and joy are qualitatively different from the
lower forms of love and joy experienced by the less spiritually advanced. Thus, in her perfect,
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Tomáš Špidlík subsumes self-emptying in Eastern asceticism under the category of “negative praxis.”
See Tomáš Špidlík, The Spirituality of the Christian East: A Systematic Handbook, Cistercian Studies Series, no. 79
(Kalamazoo, Mich: Cistercian Publications, 1986), 177–82.
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eschatological state, “the pneumatic person exists in joy (ḥaduto) and Divine love (ḥubo
ʾalohoyo)” (66), with no other passions mentioned at that level.
Nevertheless, in her earthly existence, and because of her soul’s association with an
impassioned body, the pneumatic person experiences non-eupatheic, albeit transformed,
passions. John gives several examples of these passions in the Dialogues. Discussing the
compunction of the soul and its causes at the three levels, John initially refutes the idea that the
pneumatic persons experience such a passion, “because they are elevated above this passion,
thanks to [their] joy” (15). However, when the discussion turns to the “passion of weeping,” John
has no problem attributing it to pneumatic people. This is surprising, since weeping is connected
to compunction and sorrow at the psychical level, and pneumatic persons are said to be in
constant joy. As if anticipating this objection, John clarifies by saying that the weeping of
pneumatic persons “is not from the passion of sorrow (karyuto), but from great joy” (16).
Moreover, he specifies the thoughts that cause this weeping: thoughts of “wonder (tehro) at
God’s greatness, amazement (temho) at the depth of his wisdom, the glory of the world to come,
the straying (ṭoʿyuto) of human beings, […]” (16). To illustrate how weeping can occur in the
joyful, pneumatic persons John gives the example of the tears of joy one sheds when reuniting
with a loved one after a long separation (17).
The relatable human experience of the tears of joy makes this argument rather
convincing. However, the discussion takes a surprising turn when John subsequently acquiesces
to the idea that a pneumatic person can weep, not only from joy, but indeed out of sorrow. He
writes:
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Nevertheless, the weeping of the man of the spirit (gabro druḥ) that is from sorrow
(karyuto), this is [his weeping’s] cause: remembering humans, how errant they are, as
when our Lord wept as he entered Jerusalem, and, as it is said, that he was sorrowful
(karyo) for the deadness of their heart (mitut lebhun). 28 Also, as Paul said: “Now, then, as
I weep, I say about them…” 29 And, again, as it is written about him in Acts, that, for
three years, he did not cease from weeping. 30 (17)
John, then, recognizes that a pneumatic person can shed tears out of sorrow, despite his initial
insistence that the pneumatics “are elevated above this passion, thanks to [their] joy” (15). What
is even more interesting is the reason John nuanced his position, namely, Scriptural data. John is
attempting to resolve the tension between, on the one hand, his understanding of the pneumatic
person as existing in constant joy, and, on the other hand, the unmistakable New Testament
allusions to the sorrowful weeping of Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul.
It is helpful to mention here that, for John, Jesus is not only the epitome of pneumaticity,
but the only truly pneumatic person who has ever existed. John asserts that “[s]ince the world
was created, therefore, no one has conducted himself in true pneumaticity (ruḥonuto ḥatito),
except Jesus Christ our Lord” (60-61), and that “Our Lord […] was perfect in pneumatic
conduct” (67). 31 As for Paul, the Solitary claims that the Lord “drew him close” to the pneumatic
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Acts 20:31. Unlike the previous two biblical references, which were quoted verbatim from the Peshitta,
this verse is paraphrased.
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John also writes in that direction that “[s]ince there is no one who is elevated to the [level of] real
pneumatic knowledge, therefore, there is no one who is so perfect as to become a pneumatic person in this world,
except only the One who showed us in his person (qnumeh) this Mystery: our Lord Jesus Christ, who alone is the
real truth” (64).
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conduct in this life, along with the rest of the disciples (25). Paul is a pneumatic person, albeit
imperfectly, because his knowledge of the Mysteries of God was not perfect in this life (65).
How is it possible, then, that pneumatic persons like Jesus and Paul have wept out of
sorrow, as Scripture says? John offers the following explanation: “This weeping, nonetheless,
was not with the mind of the spirit (reʿynono druḥ), but with thoughts of the soul: either
[thoughts] of the error of humans, or of suffering and afflictions, or in intercession that there be
for [those humans] aid from heaven” (17). Simply put, John’s explanation is that, even though
Jesus and, to a lesser degree, Paul are pneumatic persons, when they wept out of sorrow, they did
not do so in the pneumatic mode of thinking, but in the lower, psychical mode.
John continues that “whenever our Lord wept, the Evangelist discerned (praš) the
thoughts which made him weep: It is when Jesus “stooped down to the mentality of humans and
peered into their dead hearts that he wept over them” (17). Hence, Jesus did not operate at the
psychical level because his mind is naturally at that level, but because his mental operation
automatically “lowers” when the object of his thought, to wit, the human heart and mind, is itself
lower. The natural object of the pneumatic person’s thoughts are the Mysteries of God and the
World to Come. Consequently, when Jesus “peered into their dead hearts,” he mentally “stooped
down.” Thus, Jesus wept out of sorrow because his mind was operating at the psychical level,
not at the pneumatic one.
John will later reformulate his position, writing that “the pneumatic person does not weep
swiftly (lig lig) because of his constant joy. But if he weeps, it is because he is stirred by
psychical thoughts” (17). At the conclusion of his treatment of weeping at the pneumatic level,
John adds a significant argument, reinforcing his main thesis that there is no weeping at the
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pneumatic level: “For when a person’s mind is in the spirit, he does not weep, just as no angel
weeps. If there was weeping in the pneumatic conduct (duboro ruḥono), then the Just would
perpetually weep in the Kingdom, because, there, they are of the spirit. In the pneumatic conduct,
there is no weeping” (17). The import of this argument is that it reveals the eschatological
horizon of John’s therapy. For John, the benchmark of the highest level of moral and spiritual
growth—that is, the pneumatic level—is the mode of being in the New Life, which is also the
angelic mode of being. In other words, what is true of the pneumatic level must also be true of
life in heaven.
This eschatological horizon will also influence John’s view of virtue, as the next chapter
will show. But, for the moment, it is important to note that John’s view of therapy is not solely
based on his assessment of the value of passions. Considerations such as the impact of the
passions on eudaimonia (human flourishing) or even the inherent moral valence of the
passions—whether they are good or evil— are not the overarching determinants of John’s
therapy, that is, whether passions must be removed or not. His overarching consideration is, in
fact, whether these passions are ultimately part of the eschatological existence, as John imagines
it. This eschatological horizon radically distinguishes the goal of John’s therapy from pagan
therapies and from eudaimonic Christian therapies. Ignoring this fact can only lead to
misinterpreting John’s view of the passions as overly pejorative.
Other examples from the life of Jesus offer yet another instance of the passions of the
pneumatic person and, ipso facto, of the ideal outcome for the therapy of the passions. One
instance concerns the passion of zeal:
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In the spiritual man, then, there is no zeal (ṭnono) for the destruction of people, as when
our Lord not only was not zealous, but even uttered a rebuke to his disciples because they
burned (ʾetgawzal(w)) with zeal against the Samaritans. […] Therefore, the zeal of the
spiritual man—if it is proper (wole) to call it zeal—his zeal is nothing but only
overboiling (rotaḥ) in Divine zeal (ṭnono ʾalohoyo) and in complete mercy for humans, to
bring the erring ones closer to true knowledge, as our Lord and his disciples did. (22)
As in the case of weeping, John is reluctant to attribute the passion of zeal to pneumatics,
especially that zeal can be a morally problematic passion: Zeal is connected to envy at the
somatic level (20) and to presumption of righteousness at the psychical level (21). Zeal is also
tied to violence and homicide: Before his conversion, Paul was zealous against the Christians
and sought to destroy them because he presumed to know the truth and considered the Christians
to be errant (21-22). In the passage above, the disciples of Jesus considered the Samaritans to be
errant and “burned with zeal” against them. However, Jesus rebuked his disciples, thereby
condemning destructive zeal against those considered “heretics.” 32
Yet, John cannot completely reject the passion of zeal because he recognizes the morally
legitimate desire to bring “heretics” close to the truth or to evangelize. Therefore, John must
account for this morally acceptable attitude, which he terms “divine zeal.” The adjective “divine”
refers here to the most sublime form of the passion, just as “divine love” is the most sublime
form of love which a pneumatic person can reach in this life (89). This zeal maintains the
energetic motivation or fervor—which is expressed in the verbs “to burn” or “to overboil”—of
its lower forms, but it is infused with “complete mercy” for heretics and with the desire to bring
them closer to the truth instead of to destroy them.
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John holds tolerant views towards the heretics. For example, he teaches that the strength of the soul is
that "when it hears the opinions of heresies, it does not take offense nor hate those who affirm (ʾomure) [these
heresies]” (91).
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John makes it clear that this is no longer zeal proper, or zeal simpliciter, so to speak, but a
qualified zeal, a Divine zeal. By subtracting the elements of anger, destruction, and contempt
typically associated with the lower forms of zeal, zeal becomes a desire to bring back the errant
to true knowledge. Just as in the case of weeping, the scriptural example of Jesus forces John to
accommodate certain non-eupatheic passions into the earthly phase of the pneumatic level. In the
case of zeal, John transformed this passion into Divine zeal by purifying it from its evil elements.
To summarize, following the Greek philosophical (and patristic) tradition, John
incorporates into his asceticism a therapy of the passions. His is a medical approach to ethics
which is based on Scripture, and, more specifically, on his eschatology. He conceives of two
main therapeutic objectives: a beginner’s level of weakening the evil passions and a more
advanced level of removing the passions, even though neither objective seems to guarantee a
complete eradication of evil passions. The ideal outcome of therapy—or, rather, the ideal
emotional state— is represented by the passions of the pneumatic person par exellence, Jesus
Christ. These are ordinary passions, such as weeping and zeal, which have been transformed and
purified. But, ultimately, the eschatological horizon of John’s asceticism determines his
psychology. Therefore, the ideal emotional state, for him, is the one experienced in the New Life,
that is, a state of constant joy and Divine love.
Now that the objectives of John’s therapy have been determined, it is possible to examine
the specific therapeutic techniques used to meet these objectives. These techniques fall into three
categories: cognitive, behavioral, and contextual. They are so distinguished depending on the
nature of the technique used, meaning whether it cures passions using thoughts, behaviors, or
environmental elements. To be sure. John does not couch his therapy in these terms, which are
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borrowed from twentieth-century cognitive-behavioral therapy. 33 Nevertheless, these terms are
useful, if anachronistic, in identifying and organizing John’s techniques. The cognitive
techniques will be examined first, due to the prominent place they occupy in the Dialogues. 34
II. Cognitive Therapeutic Techniques
Under cognitive techniques fall therapeutic interventions which aim to cure the passions
by imparting knowledge or modifying one’s thoughts or beliefs. If thoughts and passions, for
John, are intimately connected, it is unsurprising that his therapy for passions involves cognitive
techniques. Logically, if certain thoughts give rise to a passion, then one can reasonably expect
that modifying or eliminating these thoughts should modify or eliminate the passion. Simply,
these cognitive techniques operate by addressing the cause of the passions, namely, the thoughts.
There are broadly three cognitive techniques John mentions in the Dialogues. The first is
psychopathology itself. John believes that knowing the passions and their causes is in itself a
therapeutic tool. The second technique is hope, understood here as a perception of the glory of
the New Life. The third is the use of “helpful thoughts” or thought modification. These
techniques function differently, but they all use knowledge or cognition as a therapeutic tool.
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A. Psychopathology
1. No “Ordinary Science”
John claims that curing the passions rests on understanding them. He rhetorically asks:
“What is more excellent or more powerful in its truth than this: that a person understand
(nestakal) evil passions and enslave (nšaʿbed) them to the authority of his will?” (76). Clearly,
understanding the passions is not an end of itself but a means to mastering (“enslaving”) the
passions. This is also what John’s interlocutors understood him to say. Eusebius exclaims earlier
in the Dialogues that “if a person were diligent in understanding (nestakal) these things [about
the passions], he would truly become a man of God (barnošo daloho) in his intelligence
(tarʿito)” (30).
The case for the importance of psychopathology in the Dialogues is apologetic, meaning
that John appears to be arguing against a (widespread) belief in the inutility of psychopathology
or the “knowledge about the passions.” He writes: “The error (ṭoʿyuto) of humankind is
astonishing, that, even though the knowledge about the passions of the soul is powerful
(ḥayeltonoyo), everyone thinks that he does not need to learn about the health (taqnuto) of his
soul” (76). 35 In other words, John is baffled by people’s blindness to the obvious usefulness of
psychopathology for spiritual health. 36
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The word taqnuto can also mean integrity, order, rectitude, fashioning, or restitution. What these
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opens Book 3 of his Disputations with a comparison between medicine and philosophy as “care for the mind.” He
muses that “while a method for the care and preservation of the body has been sought after and found […], for the
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Later, in the Third Dialogue, John elaborates more on this topic. He addresses a specific
argument, which he places in the mouth of a certain Mara of Amid, against the need for
psychopathology. 37 Mara argues that, “as for the passions of one’s soul, who does not know
them? For every person knows what is good for him and what is bad for him” (74). People do not
need to be taught psychopathology, Mara opines, because the knowledge of what harms or
benefits a person is self-evident; people already know it, either instinctively or by experience.
John’s reply to Mara is to challenge him to prove that he, indeed, has no need for this
knowledge. John then proceeds to test his knowledge of the passions: “If, therefore, this
knowledge of the passions of your soul, brother, is complete, explain to me what I ask” (74).
What follows is a series of questions about the passions: their causes, their order, their
multiplication, their interaction with one another, their disobedience to the will, and their
intractability (75). The Dialogues does not record Mara’s answer—if, indeed, Mara had any.
This leaves the reader with the impression that John has stumped Mara with his questions and

mind no such method was thought necessary, until one was actually discovered. Why is this? And now that such a
medical science has been recognized, why has it not been studied with the same devotion as the other? Why are so
many people suspicious and hostile toward it? Perhaps it is because we make judgments about pain and afflictions of
body by means of the mind, while sicknesses of the mind are not felt by the body. Because of this, the mind has to
make judgments about its own case at a time when the judging faculty is itself infirm.” Marcus Tullius Cicero,
Cicero on the Emotions: Tusculan Disputations 3 and 4, trans. Margaret Graver (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2002), 3.
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won the argument: He has effectively demonstrated his thesis that the knowledge about the
passions is neither common nor intuitive.
John bolsters his thesis further by pointing out the complexity of psychopathology,
especially in comparison with medicine. He argues that
if the followers of Hippocrates said concerning the knowledge of the body—they, who
are wondrous in the art of medicine (healing, ʾasyuto)—that life (ʿolmo) is brief and art is
long, then one’s life, no matter how long, is too small [for him] to contain in his mind the
teaching about the multiple branches of medicine. And if from the science of this body in
which we are clothed, human life is too short [to allow one] to learn [the body’s]
composition, the varieties of its diseases, and the cause of their healing, do we dare
suppose that, concerning the stirrings of our hidden nature, we can know the order of the
variation of [our hidden nature’s] passions? Do we suppose that this is an ordinary
science, that a person understand how to free his soul from evil passions? (76-77)
John is invoking here the famous Hippocratic aphorism, “Ars longa, vita brevis,” as it is
commonly rendered in Latin. 38 His argument is that if the followers of Hippocrates who are most
knowledgeable about medicine have asserted how difficult it is to learn all medical knowledge,
then how much more complex is the knowledge of the diseases of the soul and their remedies.
Clearly, the underlying assumption is that the hidden, subtle soul itself is much more complex in
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its stirrings than the body. Again, this bolsters John’s claim that psychopathology and therapy are
not intuitive and require the guidance of a teacher who possesses and can transmit this
knowledge. More will be said later about the role of the master or guide in therapy, but, for now,
the emphasis is on the centrality of psychopathology in John’s asceticism and its role in therapy.
2.Knowledge of the Causes
The guiding principle of John’s cognitive therapy is that knowing the passions can help
one to overcome them. It is particularly the knowledge of the intricate etiology of the passions
which John finds essential to therapy: “These passions also have a cause, and there is another
cause to their cause. […] For if the person knew [these causes], he would be able not to be
captured by [these passions]. And if he is captured [by them] because he has no foreknowledge
about all of them, he can easily extract himself (metpalaṭ) from causes such as these by
understanding their causes” (33). In other words, the knowledge of the etiology of the passions
has both preventive and therapeutic uses. A person who is armed with the knowledge of the
cause of a passion—or the cause of that cause—can avoid the passion altogether by avoiding
whatever occasions it. And if she fails to do so and falls prey to this passion, she can always
remove it by removing its causes.
Perhaps the best illustration of this principle, as well as of John’s meticulous analysis of
the passions, is the etiology of envy. John writes that
first, [the person] lacks understanding, then he [does] various deeds, then he becomes
proud (ḥatiro), then he desires boastfulness, then he desires glory. From the desire for
praise results envy. Envy, then, is not born out of wickedness (bišuto) in everyone, but
other passions are its cause. Therefore, in people who are boastful, envy does not spring
from wickedness, as others have said, but from vainglory, as Paul said: “Do not become
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vainglorious, envying one another.” 39 But those in whom there is no desire for glory,
their envy is born out of wickedness. (31)
Chart 6.1: Two etiologies of envy
Pride

Boastfulness

Vainglory

Envy

Wickedness

As the chart 6.1 shows, John distinguishes two types etiological chains which result in envy. The
first chain starts with a cognitive deficit—that is, the lack of proper understanding—
followed by pride, then boastfulness, then the desire for glory (vainglory), and then, finally,
envy. The second, shorter etiological chain has envy generating from wickedness, and not
vainglory. The example John gives of envy in this second chain is the envy one beggar
experiences towards another beggar’s bigger donations. The beggar in this case is not envious
because he desires to be praised for the donations he was able to collect but because of
“wickedness.”
Envy provides, then, an illustration of the complexity of psychopathology and, therefore,
of its usefulness for therapy. It shows how multiple passions can be causally linked and how the
same passion can have more than one etiology. John’s analysis gets even finer and more intricate
when he draws a comparison between the etiological chains of boastfulness and vainglory:
For boastfulness (šubhoro) is one thing, and vainglory (šubḥo sriqo) is another.
Boastfulness follows (naqip) pride (ḥutro), and vainglory [follows] haughtiness (romuto).
Again, the passion which engenders haughtiness is different from that which engenders
pride. From pride is born hatred when the proud person becomes angry; from haughtiness
is born contempt (šiṭuto) for others. Now when the mind becomes haughty, it is angry in
a manner of contempt, whereas the proud person [becomes angry] in a manner of hatred.
For when the proud person harms another [person], he harms him from evil hatred;
whereas the haughty person harms others because he despises (bose) them and considers
them as nothing. (33)
39

Galatians 5:26.
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This passage traces the etiologies of two different passions: boastfulness and vainglory. It
follows a discussion of anger in those who desire to be praised for their handiwork, arguing that
their anger stems from boastfulness and not malice (33). John then proceeds to distinguishing
boastfulness from vainglory, rooting them respectively in pride and haughtiness. He also
specifies how boastfulness and vainglory interact differently with anger, generating two other
passions coloring this anger: the boastful person gets angry at others out of hatred for them,
while the vainglorious person out of contempt, as the chart 6.2 shows.
These etiologies reflect a tendency in John’s work to distinguish the passions from one
another not by their individual definitions but by their causes and their interactions with one
another. More importantly, these etiologies are an illustration of John’s thesis that the knowledge
of the first-order causes and the second-order causes of the passions (i.e., the causes of the causes
of the passions) can help one avoid or cure the passions. Nevertheless, John does not fully draw
out the therapeutic conclusions of this technical knowledge, nor does he explain practically, for
example, how knowing that vainglorious people’s anger is contemptuous helps them to avoid
vainglory, anger, or contempt. This does not mean that John offers no specifics when it comes to
his cognitive therapy, as is shown in his use of hope as a therapeutic tool.

Chart 6.2: Comparative etiologies of pride and haughtiness
Pride

Boastfulness

Hatred
+Anger

Haughtiness

Vainglory

Contempt
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B. Hope
Hope (sabro) is not simply a theme but, in a sense, a watermark of John’s theology.
John’s asceticism is at its core eschatological. By preparing the person for monastic life,
asceticism ultimately aims to prepare her for the New Life. Within this framework, hope is
central, thanks to its focus on the eschaton. 40 More relevant here is the role hope plays in the
therapy of the passions, a role which is captured in one sentence in the Dialogues: “If you
perceive the hope prepared for you, you will be freed from all harmful passions, and you will
place in your soul an image of love for humankind” (71). To appreciate the therapeutic function
of hope, it is necessary, first, to understand the content and nature of hope in John’s works.
1.The Content and Nature of Hope
John’s understanding of what hope is and what the Christian hopes for clarifies how hope
can cure the passions. John is more explicit about the content of hope than about its nature. In
other words, he spells out what the Christian hopes for but does not explain what exactly it
means to hope for something. For John, hope is primarily the person of Jesus Christ. 41 It is a
hope for the immense glory prepared for humans in the Other World, and the knowledge of the
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John’s infusion of asceticism with eschatological hope has influenced later authors in the Syriac tradition,
such as Isaac of Nineveh. Studying Isaac, Jason Scully argues that “Isaac bases his eschatology on John the
Solitary’s obsessive interest in the life of the world to come, which is itself based on a selective reading of Pauline
biblical passages. Isaac’s selection and use of Pauline phrases, such as ‘hope to come,’ ‘way of the new life,’ and
‘inner man,’ depend on John’s eschatological formulations of these same phrases.” Scully, Isaac of Nineveh’s
Ascetical Eschatology, 48.
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Jean d’Apamée, Dialogues et traités, trans. René Lavenant, Sources Chrétiennes 311 (Paris: Editions du
Cerf, 1984), 20. John writes in the First Dialogue with Thomasios: “This hidden economy (mdabronuto) in the
hidden world from the Lord of all for the sake of the human race will be coming from (originate in) the visible
(glito) economy through Jesus Christ, our Hope (sabran).”
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richness of God’s wisdom; 42 it is the hope for the resurrection of the dead, communion with God,
life with the angels, spiritual knowledge, wisdom, peace of the mind, and rest from the struggle
against sin. 43 These lists integrate in the content of hope Scriptural concepts (e.g., the
personification of hope in Jesus Christ, the resurrection from the dead, communion with God)
and the philosophical emphasis on knowledge, namely, the “knowledge of God’s wisdom.”
Now that the content of hope is known, the remaining question is on the nature of hope.
While John provides no definition of hope, I argue here that hope, for John, is at least partly
cognitive in nature, meaning that John does not discuss hope primarily in terms of one’s desire
for, but rather in terms of one’s knowledge of, eschatological realities. 44 This is evidenced, first,
by the three verbs John uses in relation to hope: the most frequent is the verb to perceive (rgaš);
the second, to understand (ʾestakal); and the third, to know (yidaʿ). For example, John writes that
“the soul which has perceived (ʾargešt) its hope rests (bhilo) in complete humility …” (67); 45 he
advises his disciples to “be diligent in understanding (mestakolu) the hope to come” (73); and he
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Jean d’Apamée, 61.
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Jean d’Apamée, 133.
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To the extent that many students of medieval Western thought are familiar with Thomistic theology, a
comparison with Thomas’ understanding of hope is helpful, even if anachronistic. In the Summa, Thomas clearly
distinguishes between faith and hope. Faith is seen as a theological virtue of the mind (II-II 4:2) and hope as a virtue
of the will (“hope denotes a movement or a stretching forth of the appetite towards an arduous good” II-II 17, 3).
Faith perfects intellectual abilities and operations, while hope perfects longing and desire. The object of faith is “the
true,” while the object of hope is the arduous good, in this case, eternal happiness with God. This is an
oversimplification, of course, but it helps to set up the question about the cognitive nature of hope.
45

Emphasis added. The Syriac verb translated as “to perceive” (rgaš), like its English counterpart, can
designate both an operation of the bodily senses or an abstract apprehension of an object. John, of course, means it
here in the latter sense, as an operation of the “senses of the soul,” as he calls them. Perceiving hope, then, for him,
is a form of knowledge and understanding. John also uses the phrase “looking at the promises” (ḥoʾar lwot
malkone), as an equivalent of the phrase “perceiving hope,” and, of course, he uses the verb “to look”
metaphorically to designate the person’s focused gaze on the New Life. For him, sight is one of the senses of the
soul.
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opines that “[humans] despise one another because they do not know (lo yodʿin) their hope”
(73). 46 Two things are worth noting in these quotes. First, “hope” designates the content of hope
rather than the act of hoping itself. Second, John uses these three verbs interchangeably to
express primarily an awareness or knowledge of the ultimate realities, that is, a cognitive
operation. 47
In short, John tends to emphasize knowledge or awareness as the primary aspect of hope,
rather than desiring or longing for the New Life. To be sure, desiring the New Life is not
excluded from this awareness because it is reasonable to suppose that, once a person realizes the
glory awaiting her in heaven, she will desire it. 48 In any case, hope is no mere, cold, intellectual
act of apprehension. In fact, John says that the mind which perceives the beauty of God’s
promises “becomes fervent” (narteḥ) (73). Similarly, “fervor (ratḥo) begins in the mind when
grace grants it to perceive that there is another hope” (57). The Syriac word for fervor, ratḥo,
connotes heat, being enflamed, and bubbling up, and it describes here the effect of perceiving the
eschatological hope. It is not clear, however, whether this fervor is essential to the act of hoping
or accidental to it. Can a person, for instance, hope without her mind bubbling up fervently? John
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Emphasis added.
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John, nonetheless, underscores the difficulty humans face in properly understanding eschatological
realities, since the latter can only be understood analogically, that is, based on present realities. Scully, Isaac of
Nineveh’s Ascetical Eschatology, 51–52.
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Scully understand John’s invitation to hope as “a reorientation of the mind away from hope based on
temporal things to hope based on a desire for the world to come,” and that is why John “wants monks to be aware of
what they should expect in the future world.” Scully, 51. In other words, Scully sees the cognitive nature of hope it
at the service of its desiring dimension. While this reading is compatible with John’s thought, there is no explicit
textual reference in the Dialogue to desiring the realities of the world to come.
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does not say, but the connection between fervor and hope renders the concept of hope more
dynamic than it appears at first blush. 49
2.The Therapeutic Impact of Hope
It is possible at this point to undertsand the role of hope in curing the passions. To
reiterate, John writes that “if you perceive the hope prepared for you, you will be freed from all
harmful passions” (71). Thus, he connects hope with the freedom from vicious passions, and he
does so no less than four times in the Dialogues (21, 57, 71, 73). When asked how a person can
be freed from harmful passions, he answers: “[A person] is able to be freed from [harmful
passions] by the hope of the things to come. For if only he had understood the weakness
(mḥiluto) of the things of this life and the power (ḥayeltonuto) of those promised, he would be
able to not be vanquished by these passions” (21). Again, John invokes understanding—that is,
the cognitive dimension of hope—as a weapon against vicious passions, with the clear
implication that understanding is a necessary, if insufficient, motivation for vanquishing the
passions.
What John is prescribing for the freedom from vicious passions is not simply
understanding the “power of the promised things”— to wit, the eschatological glory promised to
humans—but also comparing this glory, this infinite good, to present, temporal goods. This idea
is hardly new to Christian thought. Many Church Fathers urge Christians to consider the present
life in the light of eternal life. But connecting hope expressly to the therapy of the passions is
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This rather intellectualist understanding of hope can be problematic, partly because it blurs the lines
between faith and hope: it depicts both hope and faith as cognitive operations, an awareness of, and an assent to,
certain propositions. Except that hope concerns future realities, whereas faith is about past or present realities.
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quite rare. This comparison between the present and future eternity is meant to help one to
realize the “weakness” or futility of temporal goods by relativizing their value and putting it in
perspective.
Why would relativizing the value of temporal goods be therapeutic? Because, as shown
in a previous chapter, for John, desiring temporal, mutable goods is at the core of all the
passions. Now, when a person realizes the futility of these goods, she starts seeing them in a new
way, she is less likely to desire them. Consequently, she is more likely to be freed from her
passions. This suggests that, for John, “understanding” hope is not simple apprehension but a
response that results in a re-evaluation of temporal goods and of the person’s relation to them. 50
C. “Helpful Thoughts”
If thoughts cause passions, then, logically, thoughts should also be able to cure passions.
John asserts as much when he says that he is not only interested in naming the passions but also
in showing “by which thoughts each of them is healed (metasin)” (39) and in teaching others
which thoughts can “with power, vanquish each of these passions” (75). Unlike the
psychopathology, which is therapeutic by virtue of the medical technical knowledge it contains,
and hope, which cures passions by correcting one’s valuation of things, these techniques operate
using thought modification.

50
Perhaps the best image given by John for this function of hope is in his commentary on Ephesians 2:14.
Commenting on Paul’s phrase “wall of enmity,” John interprets the wall as an obstacle obstructing one from “seeing
the mystery of that world to come.” But Jesus breached that wall, John notes. Jesus did not destroy the wall, but he
created a big enough opening in it, a breach, through which “a light shone forth within our world from the light of
that world to come.” This breach allowed humans to see their hope—the hope that they too will be beyond the wall
in the New Life (62). Thanks to hope, one starts to interpret history in a different way, and to see reality overlaid
with the light of the New Life. The light of hope colors the present with its truth, creating a new value system and a
new moral code. The light of hope makes the transcendent eschaton immanent in the life and mind of the believer.
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The specifics of these techniques can be gleaned from anecdotes and examples scattered
across the Dialogues. The first technique appears in a collection of anecdotes (tašʿiyoto) which
close the Third Dialogue. The anecdote in question is on anger, and it tells of a man who, when
“wickedly called by the insult ‘ugly face’ (šuḥor ape, lit. blackened face),” does not get angry
but picks up a mirror and looks at it. When asked by onlookers why he did so, he answers: “If
my face is truly as says the one who insults me, it is not righteous (zadiq) that I get angry
because he said the truth. And if his word is not true, it is not appropriate (wole) that I be
enraged, because I am not as he said” (51). In other words, when called ugly, the man reacts by
looking at the mirror in order to judge the veracity, or lack thereof, of his insulter’s statement.
But regardless of whether the statement is true, the man reasons, an angry response is not
“appropriate” or “righteous.” 51
This anecdote would not seem out of place in a Stoic manual on anger, and it uses a
Stoic-inspired language and technique. In Stoic parlance, the anecdote shows that the man chose
not to assent to the hormetic (impulse-inducing) impression that “it is appropriate to get angry at
this insult.” Refusing to assent is based on the dispositional belief that an insult, be it a true or a
false statement, does not warrant or justify an angry reaction. The belief may also be that an
insult is not an attempt against one’s honor that one must avenge, or that public honor is not a
value a Christian holds in high regard. Thus, the cognitive technique used here is to examine,
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In his Enchiridion, Epictetus also emphasizes that it is not the insulter that causes one’s anger, but one’s
judgement or impression that what was said was, indeed, an insult. He writes: “Remember that it is not the man who
abuses you or hits you that insults you, but your opinion of these men, that they are insulting you. Therefore, when
someone irritates you, realize that your conceptions irritate you. And so, try not to be carried away by your
impressions in the first place; for once you gain time and delay, you will become master of yourself more easily.”
Epictetus, “The Handbook of Epictetus,” ch. 20, in The Encheiridion of Epictetus and Its Three Christian
Adaptations, trans. Gerard Boter, Philosophia Antiqua, v. 82 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1999), 296.
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question, and ultimately reject the hormetic impression that it is appropriate to get angry. The
man’s rationale for refusing to get angry in this anecdote is an example of what John calls
“helpful thoughts” (ḥušobe mʿadrone), that is, thoughts which help one to overcome or prevent a
certain passion. 52
In the previous anecdote on anger, the thoughts are expressed orally by the protagonist,
but John also gives examples of thoughts which remain an inner monologue, without necessarily
being spoken. These inner monologues can be elaborate, as evidenced by the “helpful thoughts”
which John proposes as a remedy against the passion of the desire for praise. When a person is
experiencing this passion, John has her thinking the following thoughts:
What is this vanity that has captured me? For the gaze (ḥezwo) of others is more excellent
to me than the gaze of God, and I crave (rgig) praise (quloso) from them and not praise
from God. And the glory (tešbuḥto) from them is as sublime to me as the glory from the
Lord of All. And the honor from human beings is worth to me as much as the honor of
the angels. How pitiable am I, human, for even though I was created free by God, I have
placed upon myself the lordship of many: I have become a slave to everyone by pleasing
everyone, as if Christ were in agreement with the glory of human beings, or as if it were
human beings who considered my deeds on the day of judgement. (31)
To paraphrase, these thoughts can be boiled down to two main realizations: (1) By desiring
praise and honor from human beings, the person has forsaken the more excellent praise from
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John mentions elsewhere in the Dialogues the role of helpful thoughts in preventing anger. He writes: “It
is from lack of knowledge that the righteous get angry about sinners. For if they knew with how much toil a person
is made worthy to be a man of God in his deeds, they would have thanked God, by whose help they have grown to
this measure, for his grace, and they would have been in the passion of sorrow (karyuto) towards sinners and not in
the anger of zeal” (28-29). The gist of these thoughts is that it is thanks to God’s grace that people become righteous
and not only thanks to their own efforts. Therefore, the righteous should not get angry against sinners who may not
have received this Divine grace. In the same vein, John writes that “[i]f only [the disciples] knew to what measure of
wisdom [Jesus] came to bring them, they would not have overboiled (rotḥin) with these thoughts of anger, just as,
after having known what knowledge they have received through the Mystery of Christ, not only did they rise above
this thinking, but they were also perfected in the love for the impious” (23).
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God, and (2) by desiring approval from others, rather than from God, the person has abdicated
her God-given freedom and given others undue authority over herself. These realizations are
meant to help the person who is experiencing the desire for praise to overcome this passion. John
calls these thoughts “stirrings” which are “enemies (bʿeldbobe) of this passion” (31), evoking the
war imagery which uses throughout his works to describe the person’s inner life.
The idea of enemy thoughts which act against certain passions is reminiscent of a double
therapeutic method which Evagrius proposes in the Praktikos. The first method is designed for
those who have not yet attained apatheia but are close to it, and it consists in using one demon
(or evil thought) to drive out another:
The demon of vainglory is opposed to the demon of fornication, and it is impossible for
them to attack the soul at the same time, since the former promises honours and the latter
is the forerunner of dishonour. Therefore, if one of these approaches and presses hard
upon you, then fashion within yourself the thoughts of the opposing demon. And if you
should be able, as the saying goes, to knock out one nail with another, know that you are
near the frontiers of impassibility, for your mind found the strength to annihilate the
thoughts of the demons by means of human thoughts. 53
Evagrius is recommending to use one logismos against another, and in this case, the thoughts of
fornication against the thoughts of vainglory, since a monk who is sexually tempted cannot be
vainglorious about his supposed virtue but is humbled.
The second, and more advanced, technique which Evagrius recommends is reserved for
those who have already attained apatheia, and it consists not in using demons against one
another but virtuous thoughts against evil thoughts. Evagrius describes it as “[th]e ability to drive
away the thought of vainglory by means of humility or the thought of fornication by means of
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Evagrius of Pontus, “The Monk: A Treatise on the Practical Life,” 58, in Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek
Ascetic Corpus, trans. Robert E Sinkewicz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 148.
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chastity…” 54 Although the Solitary speaks, like in Evagrius’ first method, of thoughts opposing
one another, the thoughts he proposes are not evil. Hence, his technique is rather similar to the
second method which uses virtuous thoughts against evil ones.
Interestingly, John specifies that having these thoughts only one time is insufficient.
Rather, “if the person’s mind is assiduous (ʾamin) with these thoughts, the passion of the desire
for glory does not inhabit him (ʿomar beh)” (31). The adjective “assiduous” refers to the constant
occurrence of these thoughts in the person’s mind, and it evokes the concept of habit (hexis) in
Aristotelian and Stoic philosophies. John does not specify why assiduity is important, but it is
plausible that assiduity provides the repeated assaults needed against an intractable passion.
Similarly, assiduity is necessary for habit formation and to engrain these thoughts in the person’s
mind.
To summarize, the Solitary proposes an arsenal of cognitive techniques to help cure the
passions. First, as technical knowledge, psychopathology helps one to prevent or cure their
passions by knowing their complex etiologies. Second, in its capacity to orient one’s gaze
towards the New Life, hope is therapeutic because it keeps one from overvaluing and desiring
mutable good. Third, since evil passions are the products of evil or incorrect thoughts, certain
helpful and virtuous thoughts, when repeated assiduously, can help one to defeat an evil passion.
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These cognitive techniques take pride of place in the Dialogues, but they are far from the only
efficient techniques John proposes.
III. Behavioral and Contextual Therapeutic Techniques
Unlike cognitive techniques, which cure the passions by modifying the thoughts which
sustain them, behavioral techniques, as the name suggests, cure the passions using certain
behaviors. Contextual techniques, similarly, concern environmental and relational factors which
influence the passions. To be sure, curing the passions using these techniques may still affect
one’s thoughts. Nevertheless, these techniques would still not be considered cognitive because
they do not operate by modifying the content of one’s thoughts.
A. Behavioral Techniques
There are four main behavioral techniques mentioned in the Dialogues, and they consist
of negative and positive techniques, depending on whether they, respectively, restrain the person
from certain behaviors or prescribe certain behaviors. Under the category of negative techniques,
the Solitary recommends “constraining the mind,” which simply means exercising one’s will to
not behave according to the passions, and observing the commandments which forbid evil deeds.
The positive techniques consist of bodily asceticism—what John terms “the labor of fatigue”—
and reading.
1.“Constraining the Mind”
The previous chapter has highlighted John’s view of the inner life as a war between the
will of the body, which leans towards sin and evil passions, and the will of the soul, which
inclines to virtue. Consequently, exercising one’s will and power to choose plays an important
role in the therapy of the passions. The key-phrase John uses to describe this role of the will is
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“constraining the mind,” where the root verb in Syriac, ʿ ṣo, also means to resist, to disobey, or
to refuse. 55 All these verbs indicate a willful effort to refrain from behaviors to which one may
be inclined under the influence of evil passions. When asked by Eusebius how individuals can
“lessen” (bṣir) the passion of malice or wickedness in them, John replies: “By not giving
satisfaction to their mind (reʿyonhun), but rather, when [their mind] stirs them up to be distracted
with thoughts, by constraining (neʿṣun) their mind, and by not giving relief (rwoḥto) to their
hidden stirrings with an outpouring of words” (26). John is suggesting, then, that when malicious
thoughts arise, a person must “constrain” her mind to not obey them.
The other two phrases John uses in this passage, “to give satisfaction” to the mind and “to
give relief” to the stirrings of thoughts, imply that evil thoughts and passions operate by creating
a sort of tension within the mind. In order to relieve this tension, the person may be tempted to
allow the passions to be translated into behavior. In this example about the passion of malice, the
relieving behavior is an “outpouring” of presumably unflattering words about other people.
Nevertheless, John is calling the person in this case to resist willfully the temptation to relieve
the mental tension she feels by obeying the will of the passion.
This technique aims to “lessen” the passion, and this subsumes it under the first
therapeutic objective, namely, weakening the passions. Like other techniques in this category,
this technique atrophies the passions by denying them reinforcement. Modern behavioral science
terms this technique “behavior extinction.” This procedure is based on the work of twentiethcentury Harvard behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner. It is defined as “[t]he procedure of
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John acknowledges that constraining and vanquishing the will is a difficult undertaking: “Praiseworthy
valor is vanquishing one’s evil will” (91).
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withholding reinforcement for a previously reinforced response” which results in “a decline in
rate of response” of the undesired behavior. 56 For example, if a teacher wishes to minimize the
rate of students acting out in her class, she may stop reinforcing this behavior by withholding
attention from it and ignoring it. The student who no longer succeeds at drawing the teacher’s
attention to himself gradually acts out less frequently. Returning to the Solitary, the
reinforcement is the relief one gets from obeying the passion and resolving her mental tension.
This relief makes the person likely in the future to repeat this behavior. Conversely, by
withholding relief from herself, the person is able to extinguish (“lessen”) the passion gradually
in her.
2.Observing the Commandments
Not unlike “mind constraining,” observing the commandments consists of resisting
certain behaviors, especially that John focuses here on the negative commandments, that is, the
commandments to abstain from certain actions (“Do not…”). John expressly recommends this
behavioral technique as an important remedy against passions. He writes that
God, who knows the cause of the injuries (nekyono) of the soul—that they are from evil
deeds—has restricted (rgaz) these deeds with his threats (luḥomaw(hy))—do not kill, do
not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness against your companion, and
other [commandments], such as not to desire each other’s possessions—so that by being
restrained from [deeds] that are of the body, the inner stirrings may dwell in peace. (29)
As shown in an earlier chapter, John views passions as injuries and disease of the soul (28). In
this passage he establishes a causal relation between these injuries (passions) and evil deeds and
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proposes to heal the passions by removing their cause, namely, evil deeds. In this view, this
remedy is commanded by God in order to pacify the disturbing human passions.
This is yet another example of John’s circular psychology. Just as, for him, evil thoughts
are the cause of evil deeds (5), evil deeds can excite and strengthen the passions. Thus, there is a
mutual causality between one’s inner life and deeds. John illustrates the impact of deeds on the
passions in the case of malice, for he writes that “just as by blocking the mouth and nostrils,
there is diminishing (zʿuruto) of the human breath of life, similarly, by stilling the speech against
others, the inner passion [of malice] fades away (ḥome) (26). In other words, by not allowing the
verbal or behavioral expression of a passion, one “asphyxiates” or diminishes the passion itself.
Although, like “mind constraining,” it seeks the extinction of passions, observing the
commandments is different because it does not operate directly by forbidding the expression of a
passion, but also indirectly by forbidding all evil deeds. For example, bearing false witness is not
the direct expression of a passion, since lying is not typically considered a passion, but observing
the commandment which forbids lying can still help one extinguish the passions. It is possible
that what connects passions and deeds and allows their mutual interaction is their common evil
natures.
3.The “Labor of Fatigue”
The remaining behavioral techniques are positive, meaning that they concern therapeutic
actions one is called to do, rather than avoid, in order to heal the passions. The first of these
techniques is what John terms the “labor of fatigue” (pulḥono dlewuto), which is an umbrella
term for bodily asceticism. Mentions of this type of technique are sporadic in the Dialogues. The
first mention occurs as if by word association in the Second Dialogue, and it follows an account
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of innocence. Laying out his understanding of true innocence, John references Jesus’ directive to
his followers in Matthew 10:16 to be innocent (tamimin) as doves and wily (ʿarimin) as serpents
(41). Eusebius subsequently follows up with a question on how the serpent’s artifice (ṣanʿoto)
manifests in human beings. John explains that
the serpent knows that in a wide place it cannot shed (šolaḥ) its old [skin]. But when it
puts itself through a narrow place with sharp edges, and there it stretches (motaḥ) its body
and emaciates itself (maqten) through affliction (ʾulṣono), and it chafes to exit, its old
skin gets caught up in between the edges; it exits after having renewed and shed its skin.
Similarly, we, through the training in afflictions (duršo dulṣone) and the toil of mental
endurance (ʿamlo damsaybronuto dreʿyono), shed from our inner person the whole
conduct of the old person. Thereafter, when [the inner person] has shed all its oldness, his
exit from the body (mapqoneh men pagro) occurs in all purity (dakyuto). (41)
The serpent metaphor is quite evocative. In order to rejuvenate itself, John muses, the serpent
must endure affliction and shed its old skin through painful chafing and emaciation. John finds in
the serpent’s behavior a metaphor for bodily asceticism, or, what he terms the “training in
afflictions” and “the toil of mental endurance.” The goal of such techniques is to renew the inner
person, that is, the soul, by shedding from it the behavior of the “old person,” that is, the sinful
ways of the body.
As discussed in a previous chapter, the “exit from the body” is a recurring theme in
John’s works. In his First Dialogue with Thomasios, John explains that the soul can separate
from the body while being in the body, just as Jesus says to his disciples in John 15:19 that they
“are not from the world,” despite being in the world. 57 For John, Jesus means that his disciples’
mind (tarʿito) must not be “corporeal” or “imprisoned in the body,” even though they remain in
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the body. The “skin shedding” symbolizes, then, an inner transformation, including curing evil
passions, through bodily ascetic practices.
Jason Scully traces the roots of John’s serpent analogy to the Physiologus, which is a
very popular collection of short texts, mainly on animals, originally written in Greek. Likely
composed in Egypt in the late second or third century, it was translated into many languages,
including Syriac. 58 In the Syriac version, the author of the Physiologus writes that
when [the serpent] becomes old, his eyes become heavy from the appearance of light, but
if he wants to be rejuvenated, he casts off his flesh, becomes enfeebled, and abstains from
food for around forty days until his skin becomes contracted, shrivels up, and loosens.
After this, he seeks and aims for a crack or an enclosed and narrow ( )ܩܛܝܢܐcleft in the rock
and when he is able to go inside the rock, he sheds his old skin, is rejuvenated, and
becomes young. 59
609F

The similarities between the Dialogues and the Physiologus, in terms of the details and purpose
of the metaphor, are remarkable. In both writings, the serpent painfully sheds its skin in order to
rejuvenate itself, and this behavior symbolizes inner transformation. The passage from the
Physiologus alludes to two biblical passages: the forty-day fast of Christ in Matthew 4:12 and the
narrow gate which leads to life and through which the disciples of Jesus must enter in Matthew
7:14. The Dialogues allude only to the narrow gate but not to Christ’s fast. 60 Instead of focusing
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only on fasting, John uses the metaphor of the serpent as an exhortation to all kinds of bodily
asceticism.
John contrasts this form of bodily toil with asceticism at the level of the soul. He writes:
“Just as vigils, standing, and the labor of fatigue (pulḥono dlewuto), the nature of the body
undertakes them and suffers because of them, likewise, the nature of the soul undertakes the
sciences in a pure mind” (63). There is here a clear distinction between the types of asceticism
undertaken by the body and the soul. On the one hand, there is a bodily “labor of fatigue,” which
includes staying awake for a long period and standing, and, on the other, there is the soul’s
acquisition of knowledge. 61
John does not clarify here if each type of asceticism has distinct therapeutic effects or
what these effects are. But he notes elsewhere that the “conduct of toil” (duboro dʿamlo)—which
is another name for the “labor of fatigue”—“is not psychical because it does not remove the
inner passions…It is rather fitting (zadiq) for somatic persons” (57-58). In other words, in
assigning bodily asceticism to one of his three levels of growth, John concludes that it is “fitting”
for those at the somatic level. The first conclusion one can draw from this remark is that bodily
asceticism is a lower type of asceticism because it is associated with a lower degree of moral
growth, to wit, the somatic level. 62 The second, and more important, conclusion is that bodily
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asceticism has no therapeutic effects on the “inner passions,” that is, the “passions of the soul.”
Consequently, by process of elimination, bodily asceticism must target the passions of the body
which revolve around food, drink, sleep, and sex.
This is consistent with John’s distinction elsewhere between two levels of therapy. The
previous chapter has argued that John’s distinction between the passions of the body and the
passions of the soul rests partly on the chronological order in which they are cured, with bodily
passions being cured first. In this vein, John exclaims: “What is more excellent than this: people
who have cast out of themselves the pleasures of the body? If they have also been purified from
the inner passions, they are truly full of joy with good reflection on their hope!” (57). In short,
bodily labor, chronologically precedes the labor of the soul, is inferior to it, and targets the
passions of the body. 63

These [bodily labors] are not from knowledge, but from the fervor of the mind. Thus, this fervor begins in
the mind because grace gave it to perceive that there is another hope. And because of the fear of the
torments in Gehenna, [the mind] begins to despise present things and love those that are promised. And
because of this, the mind burns to torment its body. It torments the body with these thoughts of which I
spoke: as [the mind] reflects on the future torment, by tormenting its body here, it seeks to be saved from
this [future] torment. This toil is not brought about by knowledge, but by the fervor of [the mind’s] love.
(57-58)
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Early Syrian ascetic literature is rich with references to bodily asceticism and its
techniques. 64 But one of the few prominent fourth-century figures to connect bodily asceticism to
the passions, as John does, is Evagrius. In his Treatise to Eulogios, Evagrius writes:
Indeed you cannot otherwise extinguish the passions until you mingle with the flesh
ascetic labours to overcome it; nor indeed, the passions of the soul until you rain the
fruits of charity down upon your heart. The passions of the body take their origin from
the natural appetites of the flesh, against which abstinence is effective; the passions of the
soul have their conception from the appetites of the soul, against which charity is
effective. 65
Simply stated, for Evagrius, the passions of the body originate in the flesh, and it is in the flesh
that they must be fought and conquered. Abstinence can be seen here as a type of askesis which
encompasses other bodily practices. By contrast, the passions of the soul, which for Evagrius are
interpersonal, are cured by charity.
4.Reading
The last behavioral, and second positive, technique is reading. As mentioned earlier,
behavioral techniques can also impact the mind. John prescribes this technique for “stilling the
mind” which is disturbed or distracted by thoughts: “But what do we say about the others who,
when their thoughts multiply against them, instead of applying themselves (netʿnun) to reading,
so that, thanks to a good word (melto ṭobto), their mind may be still (nešle) from the disturbance
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(šgišuto) of thoughts, they think to relieve their heart, by excessive talking or by doing things,
from the disturbance (šḥoqo) of its reflection” (78). The technique for stilling the mind is, then,
to apply oneself to “reading a good word,” and it seeks, not to fight evil thoughts with good ones,
but to stop thoughts from disturbing the mind. 66
Reading is also a technique championed by Evagrius in the Praktikos to keep the mind
from wandering. 67 Although Evagrius does not specify in the Praktikos the reading material he
recommends, he does so in the Exhortations where the recommended reading is Scripture. 68 In
the above passage, the Solitary speaks of reading a “good word,” which could well mean reading
Scripture. In any case, he is clear that not just any distraction helps: Excessive talking and
occupying oneself with different tasks or chores offer limited benefits in distracting one from
evil thoughts. In fact, “being applied to reading” is juxtaposed with forms of distraction which
John deems ineffective:
Do not think in this manner, oh human, that finding comfort (buyoʾo) for the mind
(reʿyono) is found in being applied (ʿenyono) to things (ṣebwoto), or that contemplating
(hergo) these [things], you will conquer (tezke) your thoughts. For earthly thoughts
cannot remove the thoughts of the body. For even if you find a brief rest (metniḥ) from
the evil thought by which your mind (tarʿitok) is exhausted (metṭarpo) by being
engrossed (ʿupyono) in things, do not suppose that [the thought] will be defeated
(metḥayab) by being occupied with things. (78)
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John recommends another remedy against a wandering mind, namely, learning: “As much as you can,
my beloved, do not neglect the toil of learning, for if there is no knowledge, our whole interior will be darkness.
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John is attempting here to disabuse his listeners of the idea that being applied to earthly tasks or
thoughts can (permanently) defeat the “thoughts of the body,” or passionate thoughts. This
strongly suggests that the reading John is recommending is the opposite of “earthly thoughts,”
and could very well be Divine Scripture. 69
John does expressly mention Scripture in an earlier passage in the Dialogues, but for the
purpose of preserving oneself from bodily appetites and not for stilling the mind: He laments
those who, “instead of being diligent (netbaṭlun) about this study [of the deeds of God], that by
continual application (ʿenyono) they may be preserved (netḥasak) from the body’s appetites
(rgigoto), they are ungrateful to God by their unbeneficial (lo košrin) deeds, for they reflect
(ronen) neither on the wisdom of nature nor on the wisdom of Scripture” (4). Thus, John believes
that some behaviors, such as reading Scripture, can keep one from succumbing to bodily lusts.
He does not explain how this technique operates, but his reference to “reflecting on the wisdom
of Scripture” implies that this technique helps the reader grow in wisdom, thereby elevating her
above bodily pleasures. 70
B. Contextual Techniques
In addition to behavioral techniques, there are some minor non-cognitive therapeutic
factors present in the Dialogues which merit attention. These are arranged under the label of
“contextual techniques” because they target not the person herself but her environment. Two
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contextual techniques will be considered: the first technique consists in removing from one’s
environment whatever may trigger the passions; second, and although it is not properly called a
technique, is the therapeutic effect of the psychagogical relationship between the Solitary and his
interlocutors, Eusebius and Eutropius.
1.Removing Situational Triggers
It is not only one’s thoughts and behaviors which awaken or strengthen the passions, but
also one’s situation. By situation is meant the total sum of one’s circumstances. John attributes a
high value to these situational factors and suggests that modifying them can help cure the
passions. This is illustrated in the situational factors surrounding the passion of vainglory. John
says that “someone who is imprisoned by vainglory because of his wealth and authority, if his
wealth and authority were taken away from him, his passion would also cease (boṭel), and this
passion would no longer live in him. Rather, the cause of his authority awakens [this passion] in
him, and the cause of the cessation of his authority subdues it (makteh) in him” (42). To
paraphrase, John makes the strong claim that situational factors can awaken or extinguish a
passion. For example, once a person loses the authority and wealth which nourish the passion of
vainglory in her, the passion would be subdued or even removed.
John’s comment may be read as a case of an involuntary loss of wealth and authority
(“taken away” from the person). But it also means, by extrapolation, that the removal of
situational factors serves as a therapeutic technique when practiced voluntarily, that is, when the
person chooses to renounce her wealth or authority. John does not expressly mention this as a
therapeutic technique, but one can infer that renouncing authority and wealth helps one to
conquer her passion of vainglory.

350
The Dialogues offer a more direct example of how removing situational triggers can be
therapeutic:
Those who are praised for their virtues, whenever they are seen by those who know their
deeds, this passion of pride (ḥutro) pulsates (roḥaš) in them. Therefore, our Lord, who
knows that this is the cause of their pride, that it is from being seen by others, he
commanded them to conceal their good deeds under a cloak from the sight of humans, as
he said: Do not do your almsgiving before people, with the mind of being seen by them. 71
(34)
In this example, the situational factor is to be seen by others, and it triggers the passion of pride
in a special category of people, namely, those who desire to be praised by others for their virtue.
In other words, those who care that their virtue be seen and praised by others are tempted to
become proud when they realize that others are observing their virtuous behavior. Hence,
removing the situational trigger in this case consists in hiding one’s virtuous behavior and
preventing it from being seen by others. Interestingly, this technique is seen here as commanded
by Jesus himself for the specific purpose of preventing the emergence of the passion of pride.
This casts Jesus in the role of the master who “knows” the human psyche and its passions and
can offer suitable remedies.
2.The Psychagogical Relationship
The last therapeutic factor considered in this chapter is relational. When focusing on the
content of the Solitary’s teaching on therapy, it is easy to overlook the fact that his teaching
occurs in the context of a discourse between a counselor (guide, master) and his counselees. The
significance of this discourse and counseling relationship in antiquity is the object of Michel
Foucault’s The Hermeneutics of the Subject. Foucault labels this type of relationship as
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“psychagogical”—as opposed to pedagogical—because its goal is not simply to impart
knowledge, aptitudes, or skills, as pedagogy does, but “to modify the mode of being of the
subject […].” 72 This is not to say that psychagogy, especially as it was practiced by GrecoRoman philosophers, has no pedagogical aim. In those times, psychagogy remained a form of
paideia, where the discourse of the master plays a central teaching role. But the aim of
psychagogy is wholistic, rather than merely intellectual. 73
Not all discourse is therapeutic, however, according to Foucault, but only truthful
discourse. Truth-telling is an essential quality and a requirement for the efficiency of both the
pedagogical and the psychagogical relationships. He opines that, in pedagogy as well as in
psychagogy, “the master [is such] inasmuch as he holds the truth, expresses the truth, expresses it
properly and within rules intrinsic to the true discourse he conveys.” 74 In other words, his
competence as a master is a function of his ability to know and speak the truth to his counselees.
Truthfulness or frankness (parrhesia) is but one of several moral qualities which the master must
have. 75 Unlike rhetoric and demagoguery, truthfulness does not seek to impress, shock, or
manipulate an audience but “to sink into the person to whom it is addressed […] [and]
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thoroughly penetrate us through its simplicity.”76 It seeks to reach what it aims to transform, that
is, the person’s interior depth.
If truthfulness is the form of the psychagogical discourse, the content is the truth about
the master’s own self and experiences, his struggles and triumphs, for the benefit of the
inexperienced counselee. 77 In other words, the truth comes from the master himself. 78 This is not
to say that the counselee is exempt from truth-telling. The Stoics have devised several techniques
where truthfulness is deployed, such as writing letters to friends, and which involve selfdisclosure as well as an examination of conscience. But for the Stoics the self-transforming truth
does not come from oneself, as Plato taught, but from the logoi, that is, the teaching of the
teachers which one is called to memorize and according to which one must conduct herself. 79
Thus, the role of the master is crucial to this self-transformation. Whether it is the case of
a transformation from ignorance to knowledge, or from a badly formed to a well-formed self,
“the master is an effective agency (opérateur) for producing effects within the individual's
reform and in his formation as a subject. He is the mediator in the individual’s relationship to his
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constitution as a subject.” 80 Thus, the psychagogical relationship becomes the locus of one’s
process of subjectivization.
For Foucault, the psychagogical relationship is a form of the “care of the self” (epimeleia
heautou). The latter was “a fundamental principle for describing the philosophical attitude
throughout Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman culture.” 81 It is a “practice of subjectivity” 82 and one
of the “technologies of the self” aimed at constituting and transforming one’s very self. 83 The
notion and practices of the “care of the self” crossed over, via Alexandrian spirituality, to
Christianity and, particularly, to monastic asceticism. 84
To the extent that “one of the major functions of the practice of the self is to correct,
restore, and reestablish a condition that may never have actually existed, but whose nature is
indicated by the principle,” the “care of the self” overlaps with, and resembles, medicine. 85
Within this medical framework, philosophers such as the Epicureans and the Stoics saw the
passions as an illness of the soul which can be healed by philosophical discourse. 86
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There is strong evidence in the Dialogues that both the Solitary and his interlocutors saw
their relationship in the context of a care for the soul. Eutropius portrays himself and his brother
monk Eusebius as eager inquirers who had not left their cell for years but, after having received
the Solitary’s letter and studied it, they “have found many things […] that had not occurred to
us,” and decided to come “diligently” to visit him (14), because it was more “profitable” for
them to come to see them him than to remain in seclusion (15). John’s letter had revealed to
them the inadequacy of the “habits which they had set for themselves in comparison with the
knowledge [of Christ] which you have portrayed in your letter to us” (15). Thus, their visit is
viewed as “profitable” because of the knowledge they hope to gain.
Eusebius and Eutropius have come armed with a series of questions about “many things
which we seek to hear [about], those [things] which are also profitable (mawtron) for our souls”
(5). More specifically, they hope to “profit their souls” from John’s discourse and knowledge
about the passions. In this vein, Eusebius lauds John, saying: “You have spoken abundantly and
gloriously. I do not think that anyone has spoken more profitably (mawtrono’it) and intelligently
(sakultono’it) about these passions” (84). This knowledge about the passions is profitable
because it brings one closer to God in his understanding: “With much depth and truth you have
shown the passions, their causes, and the healing of their infirmities (ʾasyuto dmumayhun),”
exclaims Eusebius, “that if a person were diligent in understanding (nestakal) these things [about
passions], he would truly become a man of God (barnošo daloho) in his intelligence (tarʿito)”
(30).
There are also indications that John himself also saw the purpose of his discourse to be
the care and protection of the souls of his interlocutors. He writes: “Even I, my brothers, since I
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perceived that your virtuous intelligence (tarʿitkun šapirto) seeks the truth and does not boast
about keeping laws, I have loved to speak with you of things which [bring] you to a place of
peace (šayno), so that your souls may take refuge behind a wall (šuro) which does not shake
against any battle (qirṣin)” (15). In other words, when the Solitary had deemed Eusebius and
Eutropius receptive to this teaching, he, too, was eager to speak to them in order to impart to
them a knowledge that protects their soul and allows it to dwell is peace.
One of the pedagogical methods John uses in his discourse is repetition. For example, he
acknowledges that his discourse on weeping in the Dialogues is a reiteration of a previous letter
he had sent, and that the reason for this repetition is to remind Eusebius and Eutropius of it. He
says: “Although I have spoken about this topic in my other letter, I am compelled for your
advantage (yawtronkun) to speak of it [again], for you do not happen upon this letter many
times” (18). The purpose of repetition is to entrust this teaching to their memory, as when he
exhorts his interlocutors: “Remember, I told you several times that the spiritual mode of being is
not [about] virtuous deeds…” (64). 87 Repetition, even if tedious, is also key to understanding the
discourse more clearly: “My beloved, do not grow weary from the repetition of words,” John
explains, “but because I seek that you understand them clearly, I am forced to repeat the subject,
as I admonish your love to understand [these things].” (55)
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But perhaps the clearest expression of the therapeutic benefit of the psychological
relationship is when, in the opening of the Second Dialogue, John casts himself in the role of a
“helpful physician” attending to the “hidden diseases” of his interlocutors. He writes:
Indeed, beloved, just as a helpful physician attends to the diseases (kibaw(hy)) of the
body to reveal the cause of their healing, so I, my humble self, take pains to speak to you
not only of what you seek, but also of other things about which you have not asked, so
that the one who diligently studies these things may find healing for his hidden diseases
(kibaw(hy) kasye). (28)
Like a physician, John is concerned with healing those who seek his counsel. His tools are the
discourse: speaking, answering questions, and providing his counselees with information. The
counselees’ responsibility, if they are to heal their passions, is to “study diligently” and
remember this discourse. Hence, in the figure of the Solitary, just as in some Greek philosophers
before him, converge the psychagogical relationship with the medical approach to ethics
discussed at the beginning of this chapter.
Conclusion
This chapter has organized and analyzed John’s views on the therapy of the passions. Not
unlike ancient philosophers, the Solitary believes that one of the goals of asceticism is to cure
one from evil passions. The objectives of therapy are two: A modest objective, weakening the
passions, is likely meant for novices or as a preparation for the second, more advanced objective,
which is removing evil passions. It is unclear whether John believes that a complete eradication
of all evil passions is possible, but apatheia, or the absence of all passions is not the sought ideal.
The rejection of apatheia is, at least partly, based on Scriptural references to affective states
experienced by Jesus, Paul, and the Apostles. Jesus is, for John, the epitome of pneumaticity, and
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his passions are either “good passions,” such as joy and love, or a purified form of neutral
passions, such as weeping and zeal.
In order to draw close to pneumaticity, John prescribes techniques which can be
organized under three types. Cognitive techniques operate primarily by modifying one’s
knowledge or beliefs. This includes teaching one “medical” knowledge about the names and
causes of the passions, based on the postulate that knowing the cause of the passions helps one to
prevent or cure the passions. Similarly, hope in the New Life and awareness of the glory it
confers onto human nature correct one’s beliefs about the value of mutable and contingent
earthly goods, thereby keeping the person from desiring these goods, and instead, channeling her
desire towards the World to Come. The last cognitive technique consists in rehearsing in one’s
mind “helpful thoughts” which can attenuate or remove passions.
On the behavioral level, John prescribes, negatively, extinguishing the passions by
refraining from nourishing and reinforcing them. When the person repeatedly “constrains her
mind” and denies herself mental relief by translating her passions into behavior, the passion
fades away. Similarly, obeying the commandments which prohibit evil accomplishes the same
goal. Positively, John prescribes bodily asceticism (e.g., vigils and fasting) primarily as a remedy
for the passions of the body. Reading Scripture is also another technique which stills the mind
and cures it from distracting thoughts.
The last category of techniques concerns contextual factors. It encompasses removing
situational triggers of passions such as wealth, authority, or an admiring audience in order to
avoid or remove the passions these circumstances facilitate. In this category one can also place
the psychagogical relationship between the Solitary and his interlocutors, which is a relationship
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of care, where the master’s true teaching and knowledge imparted through discourse are in
themselves therapeutic.
Studying John’s views of therapy clears the way for understanding his views of virtue
and moral growth. How does removing the passions impact one’s virtue? What are the stages of
growth in virtue? And how does one progress from one stage to another? These questions will be
addressed in the next, and final, chapter.

CHAPTER SEVEN: VIRTUE AND MORAL GROWTH IN THE DIALOGUES ON THE
SOUL
Introduction
The previous chapters have focused on the passions and shown the reasons evil passions
must be healed as well as the methods to heal them. This final chapter will examine the fruits of
this ascetic therapy: virtue and moral growth. In fact, John’s three-tiered moral progression
cannot be understood apart from his understanding of virtue. As will be shown, for John, the
person grows morally, first, by turning away from a life of vice and towards a life of virtue, and
this requires a removal of the vicious passions. By doing so, the person moves from the first tier,
called, somaticity (pagronuto), to the second tier, called psychicality (napšonuto), where
virtuous deeds (šapiruto) and science (ḥekmto) flower. The progression from psychicality to the
third tier, pneumaticity (napšonuto), requires transcending virtuous deeds and science and
entering the realm of knowledge.
Therefore, before examining the three-tiered account of moral progress, this chapter will,
first, explain John’s understanding of virtue, how the ascetic therapy of the passions drives the
transition from vice to virtue, and why knowledge is superior to virtuous deeds. The first section
will examine the concepts of virtue in the Dialogues and show, first, that the purpose of the
ascetic therapy is to allow virtue to be manifested and, second, that knowledge is superior to
virtuous deeds. The second section will closely study John’s three-tiered division of moral and
spiritual life and argue that the gradual healing of the passions is, for John, the determining factor
of moral growth. Finally, the third section will focus on the third and last stage of moral growth,
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to wit, the pneumatic order, and argue that, for John, true virtue on earth is reserved for the select
few pneumatics.
I. Virtue and Knowledge in the Dialogues on the Soul
In Christian virtue ethics, but especially in its Aristotelian-Thomistic variety, moral virtue
is primarily understood as a good habitus acquired by habituation. This is not the case for the
Solitary who considers virtue to be already naturally contained in the soul. Consequently, virtue
need not be acquired. Yet, in the same breath, the Solitary professes that not everyone is
virtuous. So how does one become virtuous, if not by acquisition? And what role does the ascetic
therapy of the passions play in this process?
To answer these questions, one must examine the concept of virtue in the Dialogues.
First, I will argue that the dynamic between virtue and vice is inversely proportional, meaning
that when one increases, the other decreases. One of the corollaries of this view is that to grow in
virtue one must eliminate vice. Second, I will examine the respective roles of body and soul in
virtue, showing that the body holds a significant, albeit instrumental and secondary, role in
manifesting the soul’s virtue. Virtuous deeds are, in this view, the “activity of the soul in the
body.” Finally, I will show that, for John, true, spiritual knowledge is superior to virtuous deeds
because it is proper to the soul and, unlike virtuous deeds, does not involve the body. This will
help to explain why John views true virtue as one infused with spiritual knowledge and,
therefore, eschatological.
A. Virtue and Vice
After a brief examination of the terminology John uses for virtue and vice, this subsection
will show that, for John, virtue is broadly understood as a moral orientation of the whole person.
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Finally, studying the dynamic between virtue and vice will show that vicious passions eclipse the
soul’s virtue, and, conversely, healing the passions allows virtue to manifest in the person.
1.The Terminology of Virtue and Vice
The Solitary uses two cognate Syriac terms that may be translated as “virtue.” The term
myatruto derives from the verb yitar (to exceed or to abound) and, in the singular, literally means
“excellence.” In that respect, myatruto corresponds to the Greek aretē, which connotes
excellence, and, to a lesser degree, to the Latin virtus, which connotes excellence but also
manliness—the latter being absent from myatryuto. Hence, myatruto refers to a general state of
virtue, such as the virtue of the soul, rather than to a single virtue. To designate single virtues,
such as compassion and kindness, John uses the plural of myatruto, to wit, myatroto (“the
virtues”). John equally uses the adjective-noun šapiroto, in the plural, to refer to virtues, in the
plural, and the adjective-noun šapiro to describe a single virtuous deed. 1 Lastly, when John
describes deeds, passions, and the will as “good,” he uses the term ṭobo.
At the opposite pole, John does not use a distinct word for vice but only the adjectivenoun bišuto, which means “evil things,” and the adjective (bišo), which means evil or vicious,
especially in the phrase “evil (or vicious) passions” (ḥaše biše). He occasionally also uses the
adjective “hateful” (snayo), as a synonym for evil, to describe vicious thoughts, passions, and
deeds. In sum, this terminology reveals that John maintains the traditional connection between

1

Interestingly, this adjective means “beautiful,” and the noun from which it derives means “beautiful
things.” This alludes to the known identification in ancient philosophy between the good and the beautiful. In
Syriac, an adjective in the emphatic state can be used, when alone, as a noun. Hence, the adjective šapiroto literally
means “virtuous things,” but it is used here alone and in the emphatic state and, therefore, means virtues. When the
adjective šapiro predicates a noun, such as “deed” or “passion,” then it is used as an adjective and may be translated
as “virtuous.”
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virtue as excellence, on the one hand, and virtue and moral goodness, on the other. And in both
cases, virtue, like vice, is a predicate of the whole person, as will be shown next.
2.Virtue and Vice as Moral Orientations
John understands virtue and vice in terms of a holistic moral orientation. Certainly, he
accords a great importance to individual acts, but he views acts as a manifestation of a moral
orientation of the whole person and not as isolated events. For him, a vicious deed betrays a
person’s moral orientation towards viciousness, and, conversely, a virtuous deed manifests an
orientation to virtue. John conveys this moral orientation using the double expression “to turn
towards/to turn way from.” In the Dialogues, where the body symbolizes vice and the soul
virtue, the vicious person is said to be “turned towards the body,” whereas in virtue the person is
“turned towards the soul,” or the soul is “turned towards itself” (44, 46, 66). John writes: “When
a person turns towards (metpne) the pleasures of the body and fulfills [the body’s] stirrings with
deeds, he stands in the order of somaticity (pagronuto). But when the person turns away from the
body and accomplishes the activity of the soul which is in him with virtuous deeds, he is called
psychical (napšono)” (66). “Turning towards” means, in this context, directing one’s thoughts
and desires towards a way of life characterized by vice or virtue, and it primes the person to act
accordingly.
The concept of the “soul turning towards itself” evokes the ancient philosophical notion
of epistrophê which has a rich pedigree extending from Plato to Plotinus and beyond. Epistrophê
is rooted in the idea of introspection as a method for self-knowledge, whereby the soul knows
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itself by turning inwards, towards itself. 2 For John, however, the goal of the orientation towards
the soul is not primarily epistemological but moral: It does not aim at self-knowledge or selfreflexivity but at directing the person’s whole being away from worldly affairs and towards the
eschatological New Life. 3
This is not to mean that the phrase “turning towards” has no cognitive dimension,
because, for the Solitary, cognition and morality are indissociable. Thus, “turning towards” also
carries the connotation of giving credence or assent to a certain thought or mindset. This
connotation appears in the dream analogy John uses to describe the effect of moral orientation on
the passions:
If a person turns towards (netpne ṣed) sleep he sees images (demwoto) outside of himself,
even though [these images] are not in him. But because he turns towards them, their fear
rules him. When he awakens and turns away from them (pno menhen) and towards the
sight of his own person, as time goes on, little by little these images cease from his
memory and their fear is lifted up (meštaqal) from him. Similarly, when the nature of the
soul turns towards the body, those passions and stirrings of the body, even though they
are not in the nature of the soul, their harm rules [the soul]. Therefore, when the person
turns his gaze away from the body and towards his soul, and he does not turn towards the
appetites of the body for a length of time, because he turns towards his soul with virtuous
[deeds], little by little these passions vanish (mawpen), and [this person] stands in the
order of his limpid nature. (44)
The primary purpose of this analogy is to argue for the natural impassibility of the soul:
Passions are as external to the soul as dreams are to reality. But what is important is the
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See Gerson, “Epistrophe Pros Heauton: History and Meaning.” According to Lloyd p. Gerson, epistrophê
incorporates elements of self-reflexivity, which is “the capacity for cognizing our own states without interpretation.”
Gerson, 3.
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In Plato’s Alcibiades, self-knowledge is the foundation of cultivating the virtues: “It is a moral orientation
of the whole person. if we know ourselves, then we might be able to know how to cultivate ourselves, but if we
don’t know ourselves, we’ll never know how.” Plato, “Alcibiades,” 129a, in Complete Works, trans. G.M.A. Grube
(Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub., 1997), 587.
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comparison between turning towards the body and turning towards frightening images in a
dream: Nightmares are only frightening to the degree that the person believes them to be true;
similarly, the person “turns towards the body” to the degree that she (mistakenly) believes that
her true good lies in indulging the body’s appetites or committing other vices. 4 In this view, vice
is a fallacy, while virtue is the truth. And recognizing the fallacy and assenting to the truth is the
key to avoiding vicious passions and embracing virtue.
Consequently, for the Solitary, virtue and vice, before being habits or single deeds, are a
moral orientation of the whole person. One is either “turned” towards virtue or towards vice, and
whatever orientation a person chooses is tantamount to embracing certain beliefs as true. How a
person can change her moral orientation will be examined next.
3.Vicious Passions, Hidden Virtue
One of the foundational tenets of the Dialogues is that vicious passions can eclipse the
soul’s natural virtue. An earlier chapter has already highlighted the person’s inner war between
vicious passions and virtue. The example given of this war in the Second Dialogue is the war
between the passions of haughtiness, boastfulness, and the desire for glory, on the one hand, and
the “good passion” (or virtue) of humility, on the other. What is interesting, as far as virtue goes,
is the fate of humility after it is defeated by the vicious passions mobilized against it:
The passion of humility, as [it does] by nature, descends and immerses itself in the depth
of the soul’s mind (madʿo dnapšo), in order to manifest its power (nḥawe ḥayleh) in that
4

John often uses the dream analogy in the Dialogues. In one of his “anecdotes” John tells of a sage who is
not troubled by commotion in his town. Questioned why, unlike all other denizens, he remains unflinching in the
face of commotion, the sage replies that he is aware that “I am in a world of dream, and that I am seeing a dream
instead of the truth” (51). The idea of the world as a dream or illusion is reminiscent of the Platonic allegory of the
cave, where what one sees in this world is described as shadows cast on a wall. Plato, “Republic,” 1133. For Plato,
the truth which the shadows express are the eternal Forms or Ideas, which exist at a different level of existence,
whereas, for John, the truth is the New Life.
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place by praising the virtue (myatruto) of humility, for [humility] manifests its will in the
nature of the soul by praising and glorifying humility. […] In that natural will of the soul
hides the power of humility, and it manifests its power by not despising humility. Its
power is not visible in this [vicious] person because it was chased away from him by the
will of the body. (37-38)
In other words, the natural humility of the soul does not disappear when defeated by evil
passions. It simply “deeply descends” in the soul’s mind, which is a metaphor for becoming
invisible and behaviorally inoperative. Nevertheless, despite not manifesting in outward acts of
humility, the “power” of humility remains active in the “will of the soul.” This is betrayed by the
fact that even the proud who fail to be humble still praise humility. This suggests that virtues
have two complementary modes of manifestation: a basic, universal mode, which consists in
recognizing and praising virtue, independently of any virtuous actions, or lack thereof; and an
advanced mode, where virtue is manifested in outward actions.
An obvious objection to this opinion is put in the mouth of Eusebius, and it concerns the
outward manifestation of virtue. Eusebius says: “These virtues (myatroto) of the soul—love,
compassion, humility, moderation, mercy, and tenderness—are not visible in everyone” (49). He
is pointing out the discrepancy between the purported basic manifestation of virtue, that is, the
universal praise of virtue, and the less common, outward behavioral manifestation of virtue.
Simply put, if virtue is naturally in everyone, why does not everyone act virtuously? To explain
this discrepancy, the Solitary replies that in addition to the passions, bad habits and upbringing
also can impede the outward manifestation of virtue. But he also reiterates his belief in the
universality of the basic manifestation of virtue. He says that virtues “are in all human beings,
and there is no one who does not love (maḥeb) and praise them. The power of their action is not
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visible in everyone because of many causes that hinder (mʿawkon) virtuous activity from being
visible in the body” (49).
John then offers an analogy illustrating this phenomenon: “Just as when the sun rises
(donaḥ), if there are dense clouds and dark fog in the air, these become hindrances (mʿawkone)
for its light to be seen by us, the habits and evil upbringing (tarbito bišto) in which a person is
brought up hinder (mʿawkoneh) the virtue (myatruto) of his soul from being seen in his person”
(49-50). John’s argument is that, just as the lack of perception of sunlight on cloudy days is not
an indication that the sun does not shine behind the clouds, similarly, the lack of visibility of
virtue in humans does not negate the existence, albeit hidden, of the soul’s virtue.
It is worth remembering that virtue, in this context, does not primarily designate an
acquired disposition but a divinely bestowed ontological attribute of the soul. No sin, passion,
bad habit, or bad upbringing can alter this fundamental state, but it can impede the actualization
of virtue in behavior. A significant corollary of this view is that undoing the impact of bad habits
and upbringing, as well as vicious passions, is an essential preliminary for the manifestation of
virtue. To illustrate this point, John reuses the sun analogy: “Just as when the clouds and dark
fog roll away from the middle [of the sky], the brightness (daniḥuto) of the sun becomes fully
visible on earth, similarly, if evil habits are removed from the person, the soul’s whole virtue
easily becomes visible in him” (50). In this analogy, the natural virtue of the soul is represented
by the sun, and the clouds are the impediments to its manifestation. The brightness of the sun
represents the effects and the power of this virtue which have been eclipsed. Just as when clouds
drift away, sunlight is seen again, when impediments are gradually removed, the power of virtue
is similarly revealed and made visible in the body.
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The idea of the visibility of virtue in the person will be explained shortly, but it is
important, first, to underscore the Solitary’s insight into the development of virtue because of its
significant implications for virtue ethics. John believes that virtuous behavior cannot be
accomplished unless impediments to it—such as evil passions, bad habits, and the repercussions
of bad upbringing—have been removed. This process is gradual, to be sure, and a person can act
virtuously more often depending on how many impediments she has eliminated. This does not
mean that virtue and vice related to the same object can simultaneously coexist in a person: A
person cannot simultaneously be courageous and a coward. But John’s point is that, since
removing vice facilitates the manifestation of virtue and is a gradual process, the behavioral
manifestation of virtue through deeds is also gradual.
Paradoxically, John also affirms the reverse principle, namely, that recovering virtue
gradually minimizes vice. Continuing with the sun analogy, he writes that, “just as the higher the
sun ascends to the heights of the air, the more the shadows of the bodies diminish thanks to [the
sun’s] intense light, similarly, the more the soul is revealed (tetgle) in the body, thanks to its
virtue, [the more] vanish the shadows of the thoughts of error, thanks to the glorious light of its
mind” (50). Thus, John is claiming in an allusion to the connection between virtue and
knowledge, that the light of virtue illumines the mind and so removes the erroneous thoughts
which cause evil passions. Consequently, the causal relation between vice (passions) and virtue
is circular: the presence of one eclipses the other, and the absence of one allows the other to be
more visible. This paradox has significant implications for virtue ethics and for virtue formation,
in particular, which will be explored in the final conclusion.
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To summarize, virtue and vice are moral orientations of the whole person, and a person
can gradually move from an orientation to vice to an orientation to virtue by removing several
impediments, including vicious passions, in order to let her virtue shine. Even though John also
claims the reverse, that increasing virtue can minimize vice, he focuses in the Dialogues on the
first method, healing the passions.
B. Virtue in the Soul and through the Body
A lot has been said in previous chapters about the body as the cause of passions and vice.
This section will counterbalance this negative view of the body by arguing that virtuous deeds
are a joint operation of the body and the soul. First will be shown that the body plays an
important role in manifesting virtue in its capacity as the soul’s instrument. In fact, as the second
subsection will argue, the body’s role is essential because John defines virtuous deeds as the
activity of the soul in the body. Highlighting the role of the material body in virtuous deeds will
pave the way for understanding, in the last subsection, the superiority of spiritual knowledge,
which does not involve the body.
1.The Body as the Instrument of Virtue
John teaches that, when defeated, virtue “hides” deeply in the mind, and the virtuous
nature of the soul is no longer “made visible” in the person. This occurs, for example, when “the
person’s will does not support the passion of humility, such as it does not give it room to dwell in
the members of the body” (38). Hence, the visibility of virtue is accomplished through the
person’s “visible nature,” to wit, the body. By virtue, John does not mean here dispositions or
inclinations but virtuous deeds, and it is in, and through, the body that this virtue is actualized.
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This evokes the instrumental relationship between soul and body (49, 63) examined in an
earlier chapter. One function of this instrumental relationship is epistemological: The internal
bodily organs—the brain, the heart, and the kidneys—are essential to comprehension and
speech. 5 But virtuous conduct is the moral aspect of this instrumental relationship, whereby the
body’s external limbs are the instruments of the soul’s virtue: the hands which feed the hungry,
the feet which compassionately walk into prison to visit a prisoner, and the tongue which speaks
a kind word.
The role of the body in actualizing (“manifesting”) virtue significantly attenuates
dualistic tendencies in John’s anthropology, since it directly involves the material and mortal
body in the process of moral growth. The role of the body is primarily invoked in what John
terms the “virtuous (šapiro) conduct of the outer person” (8). As discussed in an earlier chapter,
the outer person-inner person duality is mapped onto the body-soul and the visible-invisible
dyads. Hence, the virtuous conduct of the outer person is the virtue made visible through the
body. John includes in this conduct “unfamiliarity with gluttony and drunkenness, or with curses
or insults, or with the pleasure of his flesh, because [the person] is glorifying God with the words
of his mouth. […] He stands in the position (mšuḥto) of the conduct of the visible person” (8).
Virtuous conduct is, then, marked, negatively, by the absence of the vicious passions of the body
and, positively, by an outwardly verbal glorification of God. But as important as the role of the
body may be, virtuous deeds remain primarily the activity of the soul in the body.

5

John calls these internal organs “the source of thoughts and speech” and the “guardians of the intellect
(madʿo). Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 80.
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2.Virtue as the Activity of the Soul in the Body
Faithful to his hierarchical anthropology, which subordinates the value of the body to that
of the soul, John defines virtuous deeds as the “activity of the soul in the body”:
If you want to distinguish the passions, we find three variations (puršone) in humans: one
of the nature (kyono) of the soul, another of the activity (maʿbdonuto) of the soul in the
body (pagro), and another of the body. Of the nature of the soul, knowledge and Divine
love (ḥubo ʾalohoyo); of the activity of the soul in the body, virtuous deeds (ʿbode
šapire). For, indeed, virtuous conduct (duboro šapire) is the activity of the soul in this
life. (48)
The categorization of the passions offered here is different from the lists and variations of the
passions discussed in an earlier chapter because its purpose is not passions per se. The phrase “to
distinguish the passions” justifiably misleads the reader into expecting a classification of the
passions, but what John is offering instead is a commentary on virtuous deeds. Qualifying
knowledge as a “passion of the nature of the soul” is surprising, especially considering John’s
insistence on the natural impassibility of the soul. But it can be ascribed to John’s broad
understanding of the term passion. In this case, “passion” likely designates a power of the soul.
This commentary on virtuous deeds hinges on the distinction between nature and activity.
A previous chapter located the concept of activity (energeia) of the soul in Plotinus. Plotinus
distinguishes two types of activities of the soul. The first type is transitive activities, by which
the soul cares for the body, as when the vegetative soul directs the body’s physiological
functions. The second type is an intransitive or immanent activity: it is an activity proper to the
life of the soul and does not aim to care for the body. This immanent activity is purely cognitive
and consists in discursive thinking. 6

6

Caluori, Plotinus on the Soul, 9–10.
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The parallel with John’s distinction between nature and activity is clear. Under the
passions “of the nature of the soul,” John places knowledge, which evokes Plotinus’s immanent
activity of the soul. However, John adds to the list the distinctively Christian element of Divine
love. Under the passions “of the activity of the soul in the body,” he places virtuous deeds. The
soul’s transitive activity in the body is not, then, like for Plotinus, physiological but moral: When
the soul acts in the body, it expresses its natural, invisible virtue through visible, virtuous deeds
performed through the body.
Defining virtuous deeds as the activity of the soul, as distinct from its nature, serves four
purposes in the Dialogues. The first purpose is to incorporate the body into the virtuous activity
of the soul. This has the salutary effect of counterbalancing the dualistic tendencies in John’s
works which cast the body as morally problematic. The second purpose is to preserve the natural
impassibility of the soul, that is, the freedom of the soul from evil passions. This purpose is
rendered clearer when one considers that it is not only good deeds which John subsumes under
the “activities of the soul in the body” in the Dialogues, but also good passions, such as good
envy. Relegating this type of passion to the “activity of the soul,” rather than to its nature, helps
John to preserve the natural virtue of the soul.
Some elucidation is required here. For John, some passions are neutral, meaning that they
derive their moral value from their intentional object. Hence, envy is a good passion when the
person “envies good things,” as Paul writes in Galatians 4:18. Yet, the challenge that such a
passion presents is justifying its connection to the soul: When it is morally good, envy must be
somehow connected to the soul, since all virtue must come from the soul. Nevertheless, as a
passion which can also be evil when its intentional object is evil, envy cannot be connected to the
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virtuous nature of the soul. To resolve this dilemma, John attributes neutral (but potentially
good) passions to the activity of the soul in the body and not to the soul’s nature, thereby
preserving the freedom of the soul’s nature from potentially evil passions.
The third purpose served by distinguishing between the nature of the soul and its virtuous
activity in the body concerns John’s eschatology. More specifically, John believes that good
deeds cease in the New life, while the soul’s nature remains:
For if virtuous deeds were of the nature of the soul, and not of its activity in the body,
how is it that good deeds cease in the New Life? For the conduct of the New Life is
elevated above chastity and the gift to the poor; above self-emptying, endurance against
afflictions, not being unjust, and being the avengers 7 of the needy and carrying their
burden. We are required to do these deeds in this life, but when occurs the transformation
(šuḥlopo) of our body at the resurrection, we will be elevated above deeds because we
will exist in the conduct of knowledge instead of the conduct of deeds. (48)
The argument here is that if virtuous deeds, such as chastity or helping the needy, were of the
nature of the soul, then they would also occur in the New Life, because what is natural to an
entity is inseparable from it. Since no virtuous deeds occur in Heaven—because they are no
longer necessary there—then even virtuous deeds are not of the nature of the soul but only of its
activity in the body. Thus, John’s concept of virtue is commanded by his eschatology, as are his
psychopathology and his overall asceticism. 8
The fourth, and arguably most important, purpose served by casting virtuous deeds as the
activity of the soul in the body is preserving the superiority of knowledge over virtuous deeds. In
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In the Peshitta, God is called the avenger (tobuʿo) of those who have been transgressed and defrauded (1
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John also writes concerning the relative value of virtue from an eschatological perspective, “Everything
that humans take in this life and consider to be the virtue willed by God is vain (sriqo) in comparison with [the
glory] in which [humans] will be” (9).
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the New Life, “we will be elevated above deeds because we will exist in the conduct of
knowledge instead of the conduct of deeds” (48). 9 The superiority of knowledge is expressed in
its postmortem durability, in comparison with the virtuous deeds, which are circumscribed to
earthly existence. The relationship between knowledge and virtuous deeds merits more attention
and will be explored next.
C. Knowledge beyond Virtuous Deeds
1.Knowledge and Ethics in the Enneads
John views knowledge as superior to virtuous deeds likely because it is akin to the
immanent, cognitive activity of the soul, as Plotinus understands it, while deeds are more akin to
the soul’s transitive activity in the body. 10 And since what is immanent is superior to what is
transitive, then knowledge is superior to virtuous deeds. Furthermore, both Plotinus’ and John’s
views on the superiority of knowledge are based on the superiority of the freedom from the
material body over an association with the material body. Freedom from the material body
means a total liberation of the soul from all corporality, for Plotinus, and an association with a
transformed, resurrected body in the New Life, for John. For John, knowledge in its most
superior form occurs in the New Life, when the body has been transformed in the image of the

9
This “conduct of the New Life” is not only characterized by knowledge, but by a “continual growth in
knowledge” (8): “After the self-emptying of the passion of the desire for money, as I have mentioned, [the person]
begins the conduct of the inner person and is brought to the limpidity of the soul. From the limpidity of the soul and
beyond, he begins the conduct of the New Life with continual growth in knowledge” (8). Thus, John imagines
eschatology in terms of an ever-increasing knowledge: he writes in the Fourth Dialogue that “the natural
insatiability of the soul is never being sated by the study of science (duršo dḥekmto); the thirst for spiritual Mysteries
is the delight (busomo) of the New life” (91).
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soul and is subordinated to the soul’s rule. Therefore, knowledge is superior to the virtuous deeds
which require an association of the soul with the material body.
Although, for Plotinus, the proper activity of the soul is the contemplation of the Forms
in the intelligible world, knowledge still maintains a connection to ethics in the sensible,
sublunary world. Indeed, one of the benefits of the contemplation of the Forms, according to
Caluori, is that “the Soul sees the Living Being as a paradigm for the creation of a sensible
world.” 11 In other words, the soul models its activity in the world after the Forms it
contemplates. The knowledge which the soul derives from contemplation guides the soul’s
actions, and, by extension, its moral life.
Nevertheless, for Plotinus, the soul’s activity in the sensible world, including virtuous
action, is not the soul’s primary activity nor its desire, but a requirement of necessity. Plotinus
compares the soul to a physician whose intervention is required only by the presence of sickness.
The physician’s practice is not an end of itself but only the means to the restoration of health.
Consequently, it is a purely instrumental function, and, in a state of health, unnecessary.
Similarly, Plotinus views virtue as instrumental to restoring the health of the embodied person. 12
Free from caring for a body, the soul would only desire the essential activity proper to its nature,
that is, the contemplation of the world of Forms. 13 Thus, with Plotinus there is a shift toward
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viewing knowledge as superior to virtuous deeds. It is in this philosophical context that John’s
views on knowledge must be read.
2.Knowledge in the Dialogues
a) Practical knowledge
The function of knowledge in the Dialogues encompasses several of the functions
assigned to it in philosophy. To be sure, the Solitary does not identify virtuous deeds with
knowledge. This is because, like Plotinus, he believes that virtuous deeds are possible and
necessary because of the soul’s association with, and care for, the passionate body. In the New
Life, where the body has been transformed and completely purified of its passions, virtuous
deeds cease. Nevertheless, knowledge is essential for moral life, for John, as practical wisdom is
for Aristotle, albeit in a different way. As discussed in an earlier chapter, one of the spheres of
knowledge which John deems essential to moral life is the knowledge of the passions, or
psychopathology. Not a general deliberative virtue like phronesis, the knowledge of the passions
is a particular “practical wisdom” focused on helping one to avoid or remove vicious passions. It
is indirectly tied to virtue in that it clears the way for virtue by removing passions. Thus,
psychopathology is a form of practical wisdom, but its goal is therapeutic and not deliberative.
b) Spiritual Knowledge
Knowledge is not only practical and does not only pertain to the passions or earthly
matters. Not unlike Plotinian contemplation, knowledge, for John, has a theological dimension.
Often in the Dialogues, John praises the value of “spiritual knowledge” (64) yet without
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specifying the object or content of that knowledge (e.g., 9, 20, 22, 29, 40, 58, 85, etc.). 14 When
he does offers some specifics, John speaks of the knowledge of Christ which Paul has received
(15), the knowledge of the Mystery of Christ (57), the knowledge of God’s Mysteries (64), the
knowledge of the “great promises of God” for mankind after the resurrection (72). It is, then,
primarily a knowledge of Divine and eschatological realities.
John is emphatic, however, that simply knowing the object of this superior knowledge
does not mean understanding it. John invokes Paul’s statement in Colossians 2:3 that in God “are
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and of knowledge” to justify his claim that “we hear the
names of these treasures, but what their mystery is, we do not know (56).” In other words,
simply knowing that there is a New Life does not entail that one understands what the New Life
is. When it comes to eschatological realities, there is a humanly insurmountable epistemic chasm
between the knowledge of these realities and understanding them. 15 Nevertheless, this humanly
inaccessible knowledge can be revealed by God through grace in this life and will be given to
“all the saints” eschatologically in the New Life (24). 16
The inaccessibility of knowledge is due, on the human side, to the limitations of human
understanding and, more specifically, to the dormancy of the spiritual senses of the soul. As

14
Knowledge is so powerful it even plays a soteriological role, for John believes that Christ “has conquered
the world by the power of his knowledge” (63).
15

John sees this epistemic chasm embedded in Pauline theology: “When Paul says that we receive
knowledge, he does not say what is this knowledge, or from which Mysteries it emanates, lest, through this, the
hearer might suppose, when reason gazes into the Other World and speaks of it, that by hearing the words about it,
he knows the knowledge [of these mysteries]” (56).
16

Upon hearing John speak of perfect love as one “from knowledge,” Eutropius inquires: “By what
knowledge?” John replies: “May our Lord reveal it to you, my beloved, since the causes of his love surpass your
hearing, that, even if they were said, you would not be able to understand them” (20).

377
shown in an earlier chapter, John compares the embodied soul to a fetus whose senses remain
inoperant in the womb until birth. 17 Similarly, the spiritual senses of the soul required to perceive
spiritual realities remain inoperant until one’s birth into the New Life. On the Divine side, one
encounters the hiddenness and mysteriousness of God. Recognizing the “hiddenness of God” is a
hallmark of Syriac theology, according to Seely Beggiani, and it stems from a Jewish-influenced
worldview professing “an infinite distance between creator and creature.” Nevertheless, this
awareness of “the abiding mysteriousness and inaccessibility of God” does not result in human
separateness from God because it is coupled with a deep belief “that humans can possess the life
of God in faith and grace.” Beggiani calls this a “real paradox” in Syriac theology. 18 The
combination of human limitedness with Divine hiddenness transposes proper spiritual knowledge
into the eschatological realm. This too contributes to the superiority of knowledge to virtuous
deeds, inasmuch as the Other World is superior to the present world.
To summarize this first section, the Solitary considers virtue the natural attribute of the
soul bestowed on it by God at Creation. Because of its association with an impassioned body, the
soul’s virtue is visible only when the vicious passions which eclipse it have been removed.
Conversely, the more virtuous a person becomes, the more vicious thoughts and passions recede.
Whether a person grows in virtue or vice depends on whether she “turns towards” the soul or
towards the body, respectively.

17
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Johannes von Apamea, Sechs Gespräche mit Thomasios, 8–9.

Seely J. Beggiani, Early Syriac Theology: With Special Reference to the Maronite Tradition, Revised
edition (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 2014), 2.

378
Nevertheless, as the instrument of the soul, the body also serves to manifest the soul’s
virtue in its members. Virtuous deeds are, thus, the activity of the soul in the body. In the New
Life, however, virtuous deeds will no longer be necessary, and the soul will exist beyond these
deeds in love, joy, and knowledge. The journey from vice to virtue draws the trajectory of moral
growth which will be examined in the next section.
II. Moral Growth in the Dialogues on the Soul
The main objective of the Dialogues is to help Christians grow morally and spiritually.
The Syriac word John uses is tarbito, and it means growth, education, or discipline. It is
employed in the Dialogues to denote growth and progress, as indicated by John’s reference to the
tarbito of the body in the context of physical development from childhood to adulthood (22).
John does not use the phrase “moral growth” but he speaks instead of spiritual growth (tarbito
ruḥonoyto) (17), but also alternately of the growth of knowledge (8), the growth of the mind
(reʿyono), the growth of the inner mind, the growth of the inner person, and inner growth (23).
Before exploring the stages of moral growth according to the Solitary, a word must be said about
the means which help one to grow morally.
A. Means of Moral Growth
The Dialogues offer much information about techniques of ascetic therapy which remove
vicious passions. Less is said about the means to develop virtue, likely because, as the first
section showed, John believes that removing the vicious passions is a necessary preliminary to a
virtuous life. Nevertheless, one can find in the Dialogues some references to means of
developing virtue: love, as an initial motivation to obey the commandments; assiduity, as a way
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to habituate oneself to virtuous deeds; and grace as Divine help empowering the human effort to
grow morally. Each of these means will now be surveyed.
1.Love
The role of love in moral growth comes up in a discussion of virtuous deeds. In the First
Dialogue Eusebius asks John to explain two distinct types of “conduct”: “The conduct (duboro)
of the inner person and the conduct of the outer person” (5), that is, inner purification and
virtuous deeds, respectively. John answers: “I will begin my speech, first, with the Divine
Commandment (puqdono ʾalohoyo) which brings us close to [God’s] love, ‘Love the Lord, your
God, with all your heart and all your soul’” (5). In other words, John attributes to the first
commandment the function of increasing one’s love for God, and he sets love at the “beginning”
of his speech on virtuous conduct.
This prompts Eusebius to object that “this commandment is more strenuous
(ḥayeltonoyo) than the ones which come after it, for some people do not kill or commit adultery
or steal, but do not reach the love of God.” Eusebius’ argument is that the love of God is more
difficult to attain and is characteristic of an advanced stage of moral growth. This why people
succeed at obeying the other commandments before they can grow in Divine love. So, how can
love be the beginning of virtuous conduct?
In his reply, John reaffirms his position: “God has placed first the cause which makes
humans observe (neṭrun) the remaining [commandments]. For if they do not persevere (lo
mqawen) in the primordial (qadmoyto) knowledge that he is the One God, they will not be able
to love him. And if they do not remain (mkatrin) in his love, they will not be restrained (lo
metḥaskin) from murder and adultery” (5). To paraphrase, John’s explanation is that love is the
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beginning of virtuous conduct, not because it is easier to keep than the other commandments, but
by reason of being the motivation required for keeping the other commandments. In typical
fashion, John grounds this love in knowledge, namely, the knowledge of the unicity of God. But,
ultimately, it is loving God which motivates the person to obey his commandments. 19
Other discussions of the love of God also help to answer Eusebius’ objection. The love of
God can be set as the beginning of virtuous conduct, firstly, because, like other virtues, love is
“naturally placed in us by God,” even though the person needs to cultivate it and make it grow
(18). By that John does not simply mean that love is given in potentiality and all the person
needs to do is to actualize it. Rather, natural love is imperfect and impure and needs to be
elevated to the level of perfect love (18-20).
Secondly, the love of God is ubiquitous at all levels of moral growth, albeit in ascending
levels of perfection: At the somatic level, the love of God is motivated by “visible things,” such
as the wish to preserve or obtain health and wealth. At the psychical level, it is motivated by the
“promises,” meaning, the eschatological reward of eternal happiness. The perfect love of God,
which is humanly impossible in this life but awaits humans in the New Life, is to love God alone
and for no reason beside himself (89). Since the love of God, even if imperfect, is possible even
at the lowest level, then it can be the beginning and foundation of moral growth.

19

John’s view that the love of God motivates all virtue bears a resemblance to Augustine’s rooting of all
virtues in the love of God. See John Augustine of Hippo, “On the Morals of the Catholic Church,” in A Select
Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, trans. Richard Stothert, The Christian
Literature Publishing Co., vol. 4, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. (New York: Scribner, 1898), 48. To be sure, the
two authors do not profess the same view, but a closer comparison might yield interesting results.
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Love is, then, the beginning of “the conduct of the outer person,” meaning virtuous
deeds. But love is also operant in “the conduct of the inner person,” that is, inner purification.
John associates the Ten Commandments with the Old Testament and sees them as a preliminary
to the (superior) commandments of the “Blessed Gospel.” While the Old Testament
commandments—save, perhaps, the first commandment—concern the virtuous conduct of the
“outer person,” the New Testament aims at inner purification: “The directive (poquduto) of the
Blessed Gospel does not only restrict (zogro) evil deeds, but it also removes (mbaṭlo) the
thoughts which become the cause of deeds. ‘Love your enemies, do what is good for those who
hate you, and pray for those who persecute you.’ Now these commandments [of the Gospel]
bring the inner person to the purity of mind” (5). Purifying the inner thoughts falls under the
category of the inner conduct, and it both complements and perfects virtuous actions.
The role of love is as notable in inner purification as in virtuous actions. More
specifically, it is the love of the enemy, introduced in the New Testament, that John considers the
catalyst of the purification of thoughts and motives. Loving God and loving others, including
one’s enemies, are interrelated; and, in keeping with the First Letter of John, the Solitary
maintains that loving one’s brother is a prerequisite of the love of God (18). In sum, loving God
is a means of moral growth because it motivates one to act virtuously out of love: whether by
obeying the commandments of the Old Testament which restrict evil deeds, or by obeying the
commandments of the New Testament which purify the mind.
2.Assiduity
Motivated by love, the person looking to act virtuously must willfully exert herself
assiduously. Assiduity is necessary for curing the passions, as the previous chapter has shown:
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the person must “constrain her mind” whenever evil thoughts or passions stir up in her and not
allow these thoughts from being translated into actions. The same effort of the will must be
exerted in the case of virtue. Indeed, John believes that “constraining the mind” can help one to
practice mercy, even when one is reluctant to do so. He writes:
I will speak of the cause which calls everyone to mercy. For whoever is not merciful, he
can become merciful (howe mraḥmon) in this way: by constraining his mind (neʿṣe
reʿyoneh), even if he does not will [to do so], and by training (ndareš) himself to become
a giver to the needy, so that by the assiduity (ʾaminuto) of his gifts, abundant mercy
would dwell (tedyar) in his soul. And whoever has not [the means]—so that by his gift
malice would cease from him, and he would become merciful—can become merciful in
this: by constraining his mind (neʿṣe reʿyoneh), even if he does not seek [to do so], and
forgiving those who have offended him, and not throwing himself into [seeking]
vengeance for evil [deeds]. (32)
John is proposing that, for any person to become merciful —but especially those whose will is
not fully inclined to do so—it is necessary to “constrain her mind,” or, simply, to force herself to
perform one of two merciful deeds: either to give alms to the needy, or, if she does not have the
financial means to do so, to forgive others.
Assiduity and training point to the role of habit-formation in the gradual development of
virtuous traits—a role that most Greek philosophers recognize in acquiring virtue. This raises the
question of the exact purpose habit formation serves for John. If virtue is natural to the soul, does
a person still need to acquire what she already naturally possesses? In the above passage, the end
John sets for training and assiduity is not simply acting in a merciful manner: The person is
expected to force herself to act in this way, at least in the beginning. In fact, acting mercifully is
not an end but a means to “becoming merciful,” that is, to developing a character trait or a habit
of mercifulness. But is this tantamount to acquiring virtue? To be sure, John uses the language of
becoming merciful and not of acquiring mercy. He also describes developing mercy as letting
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mercy “dwell” in the soul or inhabit it, just as failing to be humble is termed as not allowing the
virtue to “dwell” in bodily members (37). Hence, dwelling suggests manifestation and
actualization.
Consequently, John is teaching that a person could develop a certain virtue, not by
acquiring it extraneously, but by actualizing the virtue already inherent in her in potentia.
Assiduity simply habituates the person to act in accordance with her virtuous nature. Although
both acquisition and actualization serve the same purpose, namely, acting virtuously, they reflect
two conceptions of virtue. Unlike acquisition, actualization rests on the metaphysical principle
that only that which is naturally inherent can be actualized. This helps to explain John’s
emphasis on the natural impassibility of the soul, because, in this view, natural virtue, which the
soul possesses in potentia, is the condition of possibility of virtuous habits and acts.
Lastly, the notion of “constraining the mind” points to the importance of the will in
manifesting virtue, since, as John notes, the desired virtuous acts may not be (fully) willed by the
person. Nevertheless, unlike his Pelagian contemporaries, John does not consider moral
perfection to be the sole result of human effort or deny the role of grace in virtue.
3.Grace
John believes that a person can implore and obtain God’s grace to actualize her virtue. 20
Exhorting Eutropius and Eusebius, he says: “Therefore, my beloved, let us seek from God at all
times that he reveal in us the light of his knowledge, so that the virtues which he placed in us at
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Two terms in the Dialogues signify the Divine contribution to moral growth: grace (ṭaybuto) and help
(ʿudrono). These two terms are found together in the Peshitta in Heb 4:16, which John quotes at the end of the Third
Dialogue: “Let us therefore approach with confidence to the throne of his grace, that we may receive mercy and find
grace for help in the time of affliction” (79).
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the creation of our soul become visible (netḥazyon)” (50). God’s grace is, then, operative
regarding virtue at two moments in a person’s existence: at the creation of the soul, when God
grants the soul natural virtue, and in the believer’s present, when God helps the believer to
actualize this virtue. Moreover, Divine grace is also required to receive Divine knowledge. The
“light of knowledge” John references in the quote above is Divine wisdom, as he writes in the
Third Dialogue: “If the desire for the truth is in us, we would unceasingly supplicate God to
reveal in us his concealed wisdom” (69-70). Hence, both virtuous action and knowledge require
God’s grace.
Grace is needed at all levels of moral growth. At the somatic level, bodily asceticism is
said to be motivated by the fervor of the mind, which, in turn, is granted by grace (57). Psychical
persons, who have conquered the passions of the body, would remain humble if they understood
that they would not have reached this level without God’s help (29). And at the pneumatic level,
human nature cannot achieve complete humility (71) or reach the limpidity of the soul (77)
without the grace of God.
This grace is not given to everyone, however. John writes, in this direction, that “few are
the ones who are worthy (šwaw) to be purified, thanks to God’s help, from the corruption of evil
(deeds)” (60). Grace here is not the initial grace at the creation of the soul but the grace of
purification from evil. John does not explain here why only a few are granted this grace or what
makes one worthy of it. Elements of answer are found in a comment John makes about Christ’s
self-revelation:
A person cannot receive Christ’s revelation in this life unless he obeys his
commandments, so that, thanks to obeying his commandments, the intelligence may be
purified. […] To whom, among all those whose mind is troubled, agitated, or divided or
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whose deeds are evil, has Christ been revealed in the knowledge of his Mysteries? And
who was diligent in subjecting himself to the Law of Christ in complete humility of mind,
and his intelligence was not enlightened with the hope of God? (56-57)
John is suggesting that two conditions are required for a person to be able to receive Christ’s
self-revelation: a negative condition, consisting of the absence of mental agitation and conflict;
and a positive condition, consisting of obeying the commandments and intellectual humility.
These conditions do not make the person worthy of receiving the revelation, but, rather, they
prepare the person to receive the grace, meaning that they allow her to perceive and understand
God’s revelation. Thus, it is theoretically possible that God could grant grace to someone who
refuses it or is unable to receive it. John writes, in this sense, that “God’s promise (mulkono) has
been revealed to everyone, but not everyone perceives the knowledge concerning it” (72-73).
Fig 7.1: Basic Three-tiered Division of Moral Life in the Dialogues
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Moral growth, then, is the fruit of a synergy between human preparedness and Divine grace. 21
In short, love, assiduity, and grace are all means to help a person grow morally. The different
levels and transitions of this moral growth will be explored next.
B. Initial Levels of Moral Growth
As fig 7.1 shows, the trajectory of moral growth is divided into three levels in the
Dialogues. 22 This section will look only at the first two levels, that is, somaticity and
psychicality, and it will argue that the purity of mind, which is the healing of all vicious passions
of the body and the soul, is the moral end which God commands humans to reach in this life. The
first subsection will situate John’s three-tiered division in its Scriptural and patristic contexts and
will argue that its three “orders” are, against some scholarly opinions, progressive and successive
stages. Second, somaticity will be studied in order to show that, even though it involves being
subjected to the passions of the body, it can, nonetheless, be a first stage of moral growth. Third,
examining the psychical order will show the ways it represents growth over somaticity as well as
the reasons it is morally inferior to pneumaticity. The fourth and last subsection will explore the
concept of the purity of mind, the moral end of earthly life.

21

This raises the question whether John distinguishes between acquired and infused virtues, or whether, for
him, all virtues are the result of a joint human-divine operation. The answer to this question has many implications,
including the possibility of virtue development for non-Christians. But answering such question is beyond the scope
of this chapter.
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1.Precedents and Meaning of the Three-tiered Division
a) Scriptural and Patristic Precedents of the Three-tiered Division
For John, the moral trajectory consists of three “orders” or, in Syriac, ṭakse, which is a
Greek loanword (tāxis). The declared source of this division is Scripture, for John asserts that
“Scripture names three orders (taksin) of human beings: somatics (pagrone), psychicals
(napšone), and pneumatics (ruḥone)” (13). 23 To be sure, although the terms somatics, psychicals,
and pneumatics appear in the Pauline epistles, they are not presented as a coherent system of
moral progress in the same way they are in the Dialogues. 24
Organizing life into three stages is common in Greek philosophy and early Christianity,
and scholars have pointed out many such divisions which anticipate the Dialogues. 25 The
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More specifically, John quotes separately verses from 1 Corinthians 2-3. 1 Corinthians 3:3 for somatics:
“For as yet you are in the flesh. For while there are among you envy and contentions and divisions, are you not
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388
division which closely matches John’s linguistically comes from the third-century Valentinian
theological treatise Tripartite Tractate which divides mankind into “three essential types, the
spiritual, the psychic, and the material, conforming to the triple disposition of the Logos, from
which were brought forth the material ones and the psychic ones and the spiritual ones.” 26 But
the commonality with John’s division is only linguistic, and the Gnostic theology which supports
this division is radically different from the Solitary’s. 27
Perhaps the three-tiered division with the highest linguistic and theological affinity with
John’s division—an affinity which, curiously, has not been pointed out by scholars—comes from
Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio:
Hence also the Apostle recognizes three divisions of dispositions, calling
one carnal, which is busied with the belly and the pleasures connected with it,
another natural, which holds a middle position with regard to virtue and vice, rising
above the one, but without pure participation in the other; and another spiritual, which
perceives the perfection of godly life. wherefore he says to the Corinthians, reproaching
their indulgence in pleasure and passion, You are carnal and incapable of receiving the
more perfect doctrine; while elsewhere, making a comparison of the middle kind with the
perfect, he says, but the natural man receives not the things of the Spirit: for they are
foolishness unto him: but he that is spiritual judges all things, yet he himself is judged of
no man. As, then, the natural man is higher than the carnal, by the same measure also the
spiritual man rises above the natural. 28

theologike scheme is found in Stoicism. Špidlík, The Spirituality of the Christian East, 70. For more on the Greek
and Syriac sources of the tripartite division, see Sameer Maroki, Les trois étapes de la vie spirituelle chez les Pères
Syriaques: Jean le Solitaire, Isaac de Ninive et Joseph Hazzaya: Source, doctrine et influence, Religions et
Spiritualité (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2014), 178–205.
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It is not possible here to study Gregory’s three-tiered division, but an initial comparison reveals
close similarities with John’s division: First, both divisions are constructed from the same verses
from 1 Corinthians (3:3 and 2:14-15); second, progression in both divisions is based on how a
person deals with her passions and the person’s access to spiritual knowledge; and third, both
divisions are constituted by lexical orders, where one is expected to achieve one level before
progressing to the next highest level. However, the biggest difference between the two divisions
is that Gregory’s division occupies one paragraph and does not play a fundamental role in his
treatise, whereas John of Apamea bases his whole spiritual vision in the Dialogues on it.
Showing the originality of John’s division or the influences it has absorbed requires a
meticulous comparison with the myriads of previous divisions and merits its own study. But, for
now, these historical precedents are meant simply to situate the three-tiered division within its
rich ascetic genre. This historical survey does not, however, clarify the meaning of this threetiered division. This will be explored next.
b) Meaning of the three-tiered Division
There is a debate among scholars about the meaning of John’s three-tiered division. Are
John’s three “orders” progressive and successive stages of moral growth, or are they three
parallel paths one travels simultaneously in order to grow morally? Brock thinks of the division
as composed of levels, thus choosing to speak of the level of the body, the level of the soul, and
the level of the spirit. 29 More broadly, he views the three levels as a trajectory of gradual moral
growth: “Growth in the Christian life is seen by John as a gradual process of liberation from the
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evil passions, and in this process the three levels simply represent three main successive states in
what is really a continuum.” 30 Two adjectives are important in this definition: The three stages
are progressive and successive, meaning that moving from one level to another signifies
advancement, and that, once a person achieves one level, she can progress to the next highest
level. Similarly, Bruce Bradley understands the three levels as different “orientations” of the soul
determining successive steps in spiritual life. 31
Not all modern authors agree with Brock and Bradley on this point, however. For
instance, Rosales Acosta believes that
in the spiritual journey a person may ascend or descend from one stage to another, as if
one is going up and down a ladder. John’s writings are not systematic theological
tractates in the modern sense of the word. For that reason, his tripartite division does not
indicate a clear or exact division between the three levels or paths. They are intertwined
to the point that they can be experienced almost simultaneously, like someone walking
concurrently on parallel paths. 32
Rosales Acosta does not justify his interpretation of the three levels as concurrent or parallel but,
instead, cites Robert Kitchen who makes the same remark but also without textual evidence. 33
Although Rosales Acosta may be correct that spiritual life, in general, is not unidirectional, and
admits of regression, this does not mean that the Solitary subscribes to such a view, realistic as it
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may be. In fact, even though John’s division is dynamic and conceives of transitions between
orders, where one has left one order without having yet reached the next order (24), nowhere
does he speak of a regression from a higher level to a lower one or of a person belonging to two
orders simultaneously.
Similarly, although Hansbury adopts Brock’s translation of the orders as levels, she does
not view the levels as successive: “Rather than a sequential pattern it is a modal one: way of life
at the level of the body; way of life at the level of the soul; way of life at the level of the spirit.” 34
Hansbury explains further that “[a]t the level of, meaning not consecutive but modal, allows one
to live in the knowledge of the new world while being fully part of corporeal and psychical
realities.” 35 In other words, Hansbury’s view is that since, for instance, a person can be at the
level of the soul while remaining in the body, then, these levels are not successive. She is
implying that a person can exist in multiple levels simultaneously.
While Hansbury is right that the different levels do not compartmentalize the person
anthropologically, and that all levels can be experienced by the whole human person, body and
soul, this does not obviate John’s clear indication that a person reaches a higher level only after
she has achieved, and moved forward from, the previous level. For example, a person who is still
beset by the passions of the body, which is true of anyone at the level of the body, cannot be
simultaneously considered to be at the level of the soul, which a person reaches only after having
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Mary Hansbury, introduction to John the Solitary on the Soul, by John the Solitary, Texts from Christian
Late Antiquity 32 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013), xi.
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Hansbury, xii.
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conquered the passions of the body, simply because she is composed of body and soul. Hence,
John’s levels are not parallel or concurrent.
Hansbury uses the term “modal,” which she opposes to “consecutive,” to describe the
three-tiered division. This “modal” view is championed by Beulay who argues that the three
levels are “determined by the life orientations of man as a whole, much more than by the fact
that he centers his life or action around the objective plane of the body, the soul, or the spirit.” 36
Beulay contrasts the modal view with the “objective” view of later authors influenced by the
Solitary—such as Joseph Hazzaya and Isaac of Nineveh. For these later authors the three
“orders” are named after their “object,” that it, the anthropological component they sanctify, the
body, the soul, and the spirit. Hence, somaticity, psychicality, and pneumaticity are the ascesis
and virtues proper the body, the soul, and the spirit, respectively. 37 It is this “objective” view
which Hansbury seems to attribute to the Solitary, even though she calls it the “modal” view.
And whereas the objective view of later Syriac authors implies concurrent paths rather than
progression, the modal view which Beulay attributes to the Solitary is compatible with a
progressive and successive interpretation, provided one consider the pneumatic “mode” to be
superior to the psychical “mode,” and the latter superior to the somatic “mode.” Scholars are
then divided on this question, but my position is that John’s orders are progressive and
successive levels and not parallel paths.
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Beulay, La lumière sans forme, 120. “Les trois ordres sont donc déterminés par des orientations vitales
de tout l’homme, beaucoup plus que par le fait de centrer sa vie ou son action sur les plans objectifs du corps, de
l’âme ou de l’esprit.”
37

Beulay, 121. Beulay admits that, even though John’s view is not disconnected from the objective realities
of the body, mind, and spirit, his view is preponderantly modal, meaning that John associates the body primarily
with carnal pleasures and the soul primarily with virtuous deeds.
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Before studying each order separately, an initial, broad argument in support of this view
is John’s pyramidal view of his three-tiered division. For instance, he writes that “[a] few
(ḥadḥdone) are brought near (etqarab(w)) the pneumatic conduct, a small number (dlile) to the
psychical, and the whole world to the somatic” (66). This suggests that the somatic level is the
starting point for everyone, likely because it is a state connected to the universal bodily needs
and appetites which hinder virtue. Hence, mastering these passions is a universally necessary
task. Those who do succeed are a small number of people, but they are those who reach the
psychical level. Even fewer are those who purify themselves from the passions of the soul and
progress to the pneumatic stage. The increasingly difficult tasks required to advance from one
level to another decrease the number of people who are able and willing to exert the effort
necessary for moral progress. If these orders were parallel and equally challenging, why would
fewer and fewer people achieve each level? These orders, then, spell out stages of moral
progression. The following survey of the characteristics of each level and the tasks required to
transition from one level to another will explicate this point.
2.The Somatic Order
“The whole world is brought to the somatic order” (66), John says, implying that
everyone begins at this level. There is a debate, however, whether somaticity properly belong to
the “moral life,” or if it is a pre-moral stage characterized only by sin and vice. 38 In this view,
“moral life” only starts with the person’s conversion at the psychical stage. This is an important
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“Moral life” is meant here in the normative sense and not in the descriptive sense. In a descriptive sense,
everyone implicitly or explicitly has a morality, that is, a certain moral code. Morality in the normative sense refers
to good choices and good deeds.
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question because it determines whether humans start their life “outside of morality” in complete
vice, or if even at this first level, humans participate in morality to some degree.
This debate is fueled by John’s own ambiguity on two points: the characteristics of
somaticity and a level of vice he calls the “conduct of demons.” Elucidating what characterizes
somatics and whether somaticity includes the vicious “conduct of demons” will help to resolve
the debate. I will argue, first, that while somatics suffer from vicious passions, they, nevertheless,
have the ability to struggle against these passions, and this makes them, in John’s eyes, a part of
moral life. This will be supported by the second argument that the conduct of demons does not
belong to somaticity.
a) The Characteristics of the Somatic Order
The first argument, then, is that somatics experience vice but also can resist it or struggle
against it. So how does John describe somaticity? Somaticity (pagronuto) is the first order in
John’s division, and John locates it in a verse from the First letter to the Corinthians. He defines
this order as follows:
Listen, then, about the order of the somatic person (nošo pagronoyo): if the person does
not even conduct himself in this visible virtuous conduct, not only is he not a servant of
God, but he is even a stranger to his household. This person is the one the Apostle calls
somatic (pagrono): “As long as there are among you envy and contentions and divisions,
are you not somatics, and walking according to the flesh (babsar)?” 39 These are those
called by Christ “servants of sin.” 40 (13)
It is important to understand the context of this definition. This definition follows a discussion of
virtuous deeds, where John remarks that, if a person performs virtuous deeds because he
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perceives the commandments as a law “imposed” (sim) on him, then he would be acting as a
“servant” (ʿabdo) of God, and not as a “beloved son who is freed from all that is of this world”
(7). 41 In the quoted passage, John equates somaticity with an even lower status than the servant
of God, to wit, the “stranger to God’s household” and the “servant of sin.”
Moreover, what characterizes somatics, in the quoted verse from Corinthians, is that they
are envious, divided, and they “walk according to the flesh.” The allusion to envy associates
somatics with one of the passions of the soul, and the allusion to the flesh with bodily
appetites. 42 Hence, somatic persons (1) have stirrings (thoughts or passions) related to their
bodily needs as well as to the passions of the soul, and (2) they fulfill these bodily needs through
their actions. 43 Accordingly, somaticity seems to be a state of vice.
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The slave/son distinction is reminiscent of similar categories found in Clement of Alexandria’s Stromata
(Book vii, 62). Clement asserts that the gnostic “strives to be noble, passing from the condition of a good and
faithful servant to that of a friend.” Clement of Alexandria, “On Spiritual Perfection; Miscellanies, Book VII,” in
Alexandrian Christianity: Selected Translations of Clement and Origen, trans. Henry Chadwick and J. E. L Oulton
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 2006), 132. Clement depicts this transition as the gnostic being “made friend and
son at once, a perfect man indeed, grown to the full measure of stature.” Clement of Alexandria, 136. Paul Harb
notes that Clement’s tripartite division (which he constructs as from a slave, to a faithful servant, to a son of God) is
one of many which are known in the fifth century, but he does not connect it to the Solitary’s categories of servant
and son.
Harb notes that Philoxenos of Mabboug adopts Clement’s division. Harb, “Doctrine spirituelle de Jean le
Solitaire, Jean d’Apamée,” 229. Indeed, Philoxenos distinguishes four categories of people, which he determines
based on the type of fear (of God) they experience: servants, hired hands, friends, and sons. He writes: “Fear
accompanies then whoever begins in love but has not yet been perfected. There is one who fears lest he is struck:
this is the fear of servants. There is one who fears lest he suffer loss: this is the fear of hired hands. There is one who
fears lest he is saddened: this is the fear of friends. There is one who fears lest he be disinherited: this is the fear of
sons.” Philoxenos of Mabbug, The Discourses of Philoxenos of Mabbug: A New Translation and Introduction, trans.
Robert A. Kitchen, Cistercian Studies Series 235 (Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Press, 2013), 154.
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John confirms later this connection to bodily appetites in the Third Dialogue, writing that “when a person
turns towards (metpne) the appetites (rgigoto) of the body and fulfills its stirrings with deeds, he stands in the order
of somaticity (pagronuto)” (66)
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A few lines later, John reiterates the connection between the somatic order and bodily vices: “Is called
somatic whoever is afflicted by the natural appetites of the body” (14).
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Nevertheless, John offers elsewhere a more nuanced portrait of somatics, where he
modifies the criteria for somaticity:
Scripture names three orders (taksin) of human beings: somatics (pagrone), psychicals
(napšone), and pneumatics (ruḥone). Those whose whole intelligence (tarʿito) errs
(pohyo) in evil thoughts, if they love (maḥbin) to put them into action, they stand in the
conduct of demons. Those whose whole intelligence meditates upon (homso) evil things,
if they do not love (lo maḥbin) the execution (šumloyo) of their stirrings, but because they
are still stirred up by these thoughts, they are somatics. If there is strife (taktušo) against
the evil of his thoughts, and he does not abandon his mind to his stirrings, and he
constrains himself with bonds, and does not accomplish their will, this one if he holds
fast in this intelligence, he is close to the psychical degree (dargo). (13)
The definition of somatics in this passage is inserted between two other definitions: the “conduct
of demons” and “those who are close to the psychical degree.” John says that “[t]hose whose
whole intelligence meditates upon (homso) evil things, if they do not love (lo maḥbin) the
execution (šumloyo) of their stirrings, but because they are still stirred up by these thoughts, they
are somatics.” An important shift occurs with this definition, and it concerns the relationship
between stirrings and action. Whereas in the earlier definition somatics are the ones who fulfill
their bodily stirrings through deeds, here somatics are the ones who “are still stirred up by these
thoughts” but do not love to fulfill their evil stirrings. This lack of “love” for vice is supposed to
differentiate somatics from those who “stand in the conduct of the demons” and who, unlike
somatics, presumably do “love” to fulfill their evil stirrings.
Thus, differentiating somaticity from the “conduct of demons” hinges on how one
interprets the phrase to “love to fulfill evil stirrings.” The verb “to love,” in reference to fulfilling
stirrings, denotes acting on these stirrings with conviction, enthusiasm, or enjoyment. Therefore,
if “loving to fulfill evil stirrings” refers to committing evil deeds “with love,” then the difference
between the “conduct of demons” and somaticity is, respectively, whether the person is wholly

397
immersed in committing evil acts or only reluctantly so. However, if “loving to fulfill evil
stirrings” refers only to embracing the prospect of committing evil deeds “with love”—that is,
being highly motivated to act viciously, then the difference between the “conduct of demons”
and somaticity is, respectively, whether the person is strongly or weakly motivated to fulfill these
vicious stirrings. In other words, the question is whether “love” predicates the manner of evil
action or the degree of motivation for evil action.
The answer to this question may be found in the third category described in the above
passage, the “quasi-psychicals” (those who are “close to the psychical degree”): “If there is strife
(taktušo) against the evil of his thoughts, and he does not abandon his mind to his stirrings, and
he constrains himself with bonds, and does not accomplish their will, this person, if he holds fast
in this intelligence, he is close to the psychical degree (dargo)” (13). In short, persons in this
category are distinguished from the two previous categories by their will to resist evil thoughts
and their ability to not translate them into action.
Consequently, for John’s categories to be discrete, clearly distinguished, and based on
well-defined criteria, these three categories would have to be: (1) the conduct of demons, where
both stirrings and actions are united in evil without any resistance of the will; (2) the somatics,
whose stirrings are evil, and who resist their stirrings, albeit unsuccessfully, but still act on them;
and (3) the quasi-psychicals, who successfully resist their evil stirrings and, therefore, do not act
on them. If this interpretation is correct, then love predicates motivation and not manner of
action. Somatics would, therefore, be the ones who attempt willful resistance against vice, even
though their resistance may not be strong enough to prevent evil actions. Their “lack of love” for
fulfilling their stirrings is expressed in their resistance against their stirrings. The advantage of
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this interpretation is that it also fits with John’s earlier definition of somatics as persons who do
fulfill their bodily stirrings, but it portrays somatics as persons who are not wholly immersed in
vice, as the earlier definition suggests. Somatics are presented here as persons who do not simply
abandon their will to evil but at least attempt to struggle against their vicious indications.
Examining the role of reason in these categories helps to differentiate these categories
further by explaining why somatics, unlike those in the conduct of demons, attempt to resist evil.
In the conduct of demons, the person’s “whole intelligence (tarʿito) errs (pohyo) in evil
thoughts,” whereas the somatic is the one “whose whole intelligence (tarʿito) meditates upon
(homso) evil things” (13). The root verb pho, which describes reason in the conduct of demons,
means to err, be led astray by, or be distracted with; it implies believing, and assenting to, one’s
vicious thoughts. The root verb hmas, describing the somatic’s mind, means to meditate on, to
muse upon, to think upon; it suggests examining or considering certain thoughts rather than
assenting to them or embracing them as personal convictions.
This attitude of reason towards evil thoughts explains, at least partly, the resistance, or
lack thereof, of the will: In the conduct of demons, the person is wholly engaged in evil deeds
without any resistance because her reason does not question her evil thoughts. Similarly,
somatics can resist their evil thoughts because they do not fully embrace them. (Their failure to
avert evil actions altogether stems, at least partly, from the weakness of their will). Somatics,
therefore, participate in morality to the degree that they attempt to struggle against their vice. 44
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These three categories are reminiscent of Aristotle’s categories of brutishness, incontinent, and
continence. Brutishness has in common with the “conduct of demons” that it describes “those who surpass ordinary
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The next difficulty which needs to be resolved is whether the conduct of demons belongs to
somaticity or if it is a separate category.
b) The Conduct of Demons
Scholars debate whether the conduct of demons is a part of the somatic order or separate
from it. Citing the above passage on the conduct of demons and somatics, Maroki concludes that
there are “two categories” of somatics: those who effectively find themselves in sin, and those
who do not commit sinful acts but are still assailed by evil thoughts. 45 Maroki is likely following
Paul Harb on this point. 46 But neither author justifies his position. Similarly, Leo van Leijsen
follows Harb in subsuming the conduct of demons under somaticity, and his argument is that
John’s three orders of people are supposed to encompass all of life and, therefore, the conduct of
demons must be a part of this division and of somaticity. 47

men in vice. Somatics and quasi-psychicals are like incontinent and continent people, respectively: “[T]he
incontinent man, knowing that what he does is bad, does it as a result of passion, while the continent man, knowing
that his appetites are bad, does not follow them because of his reason.” Aristotle, “Nichomachean Ethics,” 3882.
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Sameer Maroki, Les trois étapes de la vie spirituelle chez les Pères Syriaques: Jean le Solitaire, Isaac de
Ninive et Joseph Hazzaya: Source, doctrine et influence, Religions et Spiritualité (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2014), 207.
“Enfin, nous remarquons que Jean le Solitaire distingue deux catégories d’hommes corporels: ceux qui se trouvent
effectivement dans le péché et ceux qui ne le commettent pas en actes tout en restant assaillis par leurs mauvaises
pensées.”
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Harb, “Doctrine spirituelle de Jean le Solitaire, Jean d’Apamée,” 232. “Par ailleurs, nous aurons omis un
point important dans la pensée de notre auteur, si nous ne signalons pas que Jean distingue deux catégories
d’hommes corporels: […] Les premiers ‘se tiennent dans la conduite des démons,’ tandis que les seconds sont déjà
‘proches de l’ordre de l’homme psychique.’” Robert Beulay also seems to include the conduct of demons in the
somatic order. He defines the somatic person as follows: “C’est celui de l’homme qui vit en fonction du corps, soit
pour le satisfaire en refusant toute ascèse, soit en se bornant à éviter le péché extérieur et visible.” Robert Beulay, La
lumière sans forme: Introduction à l’étude de la mystique Chrétienne Syro-Orientale, Collection “L’Esprit et Le
Feu” (Chevetogne: Éditions de Chevetogne, n.d.), 97–98.
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Van Leijsen, “De Driedeling van Het Geestelijk Leven Bij Johannes van Apamea: Kritische
Kanttekeningen Bij Enige Gangbare Interpretaties,” 226.
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It is true that John speaks of “three orders of human beings (13),” implying that all of
humanity is encompassed in this division. But, by the same token, John does not count the
conduct of demons among human beings (25). 48 It is possible, then, that the conduct of demons
may still be distinct from somaticity, since it is excluded from humanity altogether. Furthermore,
John is also clear that his model is illustrative rather than exhaustive. He writes that “[j]ust as
there are many variations for the body’s growth (tarbito), there are similarly many variations for
the mind’s growth” that are too many to write down. 49 Consequently, the life of total vice in the
conduct of demons is distinct from the somatic order. 50

48

In this sense, John describes demon-like behavior as unrestrained: “Whoever does not restrain his envy
and does not know reconciliation is not numbered among humans. On the contrary, according to the understanding
of the Gospel, he is numbered among the angels of Satan, with whom [God] will send to the Gehenna of fire” (25).
This is a reference to Mt 25:41: “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you accursed, into the
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.’”
49
“There is much teaching about these [divisions]. Just as there are many variations for the body’s growth
(tarbito), there are similarly many variations for the mind’s growth. […] If, however, I were to tell you everything
with fine detail, know that the extent of our discourse would be larger than the five books of the Torah” (23-24).
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Other scholars reject the inclusion of the conduct of demons in the somatic order, albeit for tendentious
reasons. In his introduction to the French translation of the Dialogues, Hausherr asserts that “being ‘somatic’ does
not mean being carnal, in the pejorative sense, but having no other preoccupation yet besides avoiding outer sins.”
Irénée Hausherr, introduction to Dialogue sur l’âme et les passions des hommes, by Jean le Solitaire (Pseudo-Jean
de Lycopolis), vol. 120, Orientalia Christiana Analecta (Roma: Pontificium Institutum Orientalium Studiorum,
1939), 8. “Etre ‘corporel’ ne signifie pas être charnel au sens péjoratif, mais cela veut dire n’avoir encore d’autre
préoccupation que d’éviter les péchés extérieurs.” Hausherr, then, excludes from somaticity the unbridled sinfulness
John ascribes to the conduct of demons for being “too pejorative.” Hausherr, 8. “[S]elon Jean le Solitaire, il ne s’agit
pas de renier corps et âme, il s’agit de commencer par pratiquer les vertus propres du corps et de l’âme. Autrement
dit, corps et âme ne sont pas des ennemis de la vie spirituelle ce sont des instruments et des degrés inférieurs de
perfection.” What characterizes somatics, for him, is avoiding the sins of the body. Including the conduct of demons
in the somatic order would, then, clash with his understanding of John’s anthropology as one that values the body.
This might be part of Hausherr’s attempt to attenuate any dualistic tendencies in John’s writings. Hausherr
also wants to dispel any impression of Platonic or Evagrian influence on the Solitary, especially Evagrius’ emphasis
on the nous at the expense of the body and the soul. Hausherr insists that John does not teach “denouncing body and
soul but practicing the virtues of the body and the soul. Put otherwise, body and soul are not the enemies of the
spiritual life but instruments, and inferior degrees, of perfection.” Hausherr, introduction to Dialogue sur l’âme, 8.
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The second argument in favor of distinguishing the conduct of demons from somaticity is
the ability to struggle against passions, and whether it is possible to leave a life of complete vice
and grow morally. John does not discuss this problem, but there are indications that he is not
sanguine about the prospect of moral progress for these persons. In the conduct of demons the
person is wholly engaged in evil deeds without any resistance of the will, because her
intelligence is in error and, therefore, she does not realize the wrongness of the state of affairs in
which she finds herself. It is precisely this lack of understanding which prevents the person from
repenting and converting her life.
As shown in an earlier chapter, John suggests in his discussion of the desire for praise
that fighting against a passion requires that one acknowledge the wrongness of the passion and
have the will to conquer it. But, John believes, for “those who boast about the establishment of
the world, there is no possibility for them to struggle. […] Because their mind is imprisoned in
that which humans can see, their thought does not leave the place of the desire for glory” (37).
Simply put, since the person’s mind and will are “imprisoned” in materialistic considerations,
she does not struggle against this passion, nor recognize the need to do so. John writes, in this
vein, that “every man whose mind is not in the good, but is all in evil, knows no struggle
(ʾaguno), because his will is one in evil.” 51 The same may be said of the persons in the conduct

Nevertheless, Hausherr’s understanding of the somatic order overlooks John’s own assertion that the primary
characteristic of somaticity is fulfilling vicious stirrings with deeds, and not avoiding sins (66).
Rosales Acosta also seems to exclude the conduct of demons from the somatic order for being too
pejorative. He writes: “This [somatic] state could easily be misunderstood by indentifying [sic] it with the lowest
nature of the corporeal passions that cause a person to live an animalistic lifestyle without the direction or guidance
of reason. […] Therefore, the chief concern at this level is the fight against the passions, intended as the emotions
and lustful desires contrary to the spirit, in order to rise above them and enter into a superior spiritual state.” Rosales
Acosta, From John of Apamea to Mark’s Gospel, 56.
51

Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von Johannes dem Einsiedler, 76.
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of demons. They are not likely to grow morally so long as their reason and will are too immersed
in evil to consider the need for change and initiate a struggle against their evil inclinations. This
is not the case of somatics who attempt to resist vice and, can, therefore, grow morally. The will
to resist evil is the first requirement of transitioning from somaticity to psychicality. The other
requirement can be gleaned from the category John calls “close to the psychical degree.”
c) The Somatic-Psychical Transition
How does a person grow morally from somaticity to psychicality? John describes the
condition for this transition as follows: “If there is strife (taktušo) against the evil of his thoughts,
and [the person] does not abandon his mind to his stirrings, and he constrains himself with
bonds, and does not accomplish their will, this one, if he holds fast in this intelligence, he is close
to the psychical degree (dargo)” (13). This means that, like somatics, quasi-psychicals resist their
evil stirrings, yet, unlike somatics, they reliably succeed at restraining themselves from acting on
them.
Somatics can develop this self-mastery using several techniques proposed in the
Dialogues. More specifically, the previous chapter showed that John considers bodily asceticism
as “rather fitting (zadiq) for somatic persons” (58). Since bodily asceticism heals the passions of
the body which revolve around food, drink, sleep, and sex, then transitioning from somaticity to
psychicality is accomplished by vanquishing the passions of the body using bodily asceticism,
such as fasting and vigils. This also fits the chronological order John envisions for ascetic
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therapy, with the passions of the body being cured before the passions of the soul. 52 In sum, a
person transitions out of somaticity by her will to resist evil stirrings, starting with the passions
of the body, and her ability to avoid evil deeds by practicing bodily asceticism. The person who
overcomes the first order, somaticity, can progress to the next level, the order of psychicality.
3.The Psychical Order
Psychicality is the second level in the three-tiered division. Examining its characteristics
will reveal that this level marks a clear improvement over somaticity, even though it is beset by
its own challenges. This subsection will, therefore, examine both the virtue and imperfection of
psychicality. Nevertheless, the significance of psychicality resides in that achieving this level by
attaining what John calls the “purity of the soul” is the moral end God has set for humans on
earth. Therefore, after psychicality, examining the purity of mind and the ways to attain it will
spell out the level of moral growth God expects humans to achieve.
a) The Characteristics of the Psychical Order
John first introduces the psychical order in the First Dialogue by acknowledging
simultaneously its strengths and its flaws: Psychicals are characterized by their ability to act
virtuously. As mentioned earlier, John writes that psychicality is attained “when the person turns
away from the body and accomplishes the activity of the soul which is in him with virtuous
deeds” (66). But also, as described in 1 Corinthians 2:14, psychicals “do not understand spiritual
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Along these lines, Beulay opines that the psychical order is ushered in by one’s determination to practice
bodily asceticism: “L’entrée dans l’ordre psychique sera donc caractérisée par la détermination intérieure à pratiquer
l’ascèse. Ce sera d’abord une ascèse portant sur des actes extérieurs, appelée ‘conduite de l'homme visible’ ou
‘pratique corporelle’: jeûne, veille, travail manuel, détachement des biens terrestres et des parents, etc. . . Cette
ascèse de ‘l’homme extérieur est comparable au service du mercenaire.’” Beulay, La lumière sans forme, 98.
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things.” 53 By doing so, John distinguishes the psychical order from the lower, somatic order,
where virtuous deeds lack, and from the higher, pneumatic order, which possesses spiritual
knowledge. Psychicality is then morally higher than somaticity and lower than pneumaticity.
As for virtue, when Eusebius inquires about the signs that a person has progressed from
quasi-psychicality to psychicality, John replies: “When he neither does evil deeds nor thinks
hateful thoughts” (13). Like somaticity, psychicality is defined in terms of thoughts and deeds.
Willful resistance is no longer part of the definition, however, since evil stirrings have
presumably ceased and, therefore, one need not resist them. This is a rather negative definition,
however, since it is worded in terms of the absence of evil thoughts and deeds.
More positively, psychicality is the level of “the virtuous (šapiro) conduct of the outer
person.” The term “outer person” refers to the visible body, not to somaticity qua sinfulness, and
“virtuous conduct” at this level is expressed in virtuous deeds which are made visible through the
body. 54 More specifically, for John, “the virtuous (šapiro) conduct of the outer person” consists
of “unfamiliarity with gluttony and drunkenness, or with curses or insults, or with the pleasure of
his flesh, because [the person] is glorifying God with the words of his mouth” (8). John also
numbers among these virtuous deeds chastity, the gift to the poor, self-emptying, endurance
against afflictions, justice, caring for the needy (48), but this is far from an exhaustive list.
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1 Corinthians 2:14: “For the man who is psychical receives not spiritual things, for they are foolishness
to him, and he cannot know them, because they are judged by the Spirit” (8).
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Virtuous deeds are “visible” because they are performed by the body. John writes that this visibility
allows Satan, who can only see the body but not the soul, to attack the psychical person out of jealousy. Thus, Jesus
was only tempted by Satan when he performed a visible virtuous act, namely, fasting. (12-13)
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At first blush, the psychical order appears to exclude all evil thoughts and passions, since
John defines the psychical person as someone who “neither does evil deeds nor thinks hateful
thoughts” (13). This is not the case, however, since, as will be shown shortly, John attributes
several evil passions to psychicals, including zeal (22), the desire for money, and the desire for
praise (6). This seems to contradict John’s initial definition of psychicals as having no “hateful
thoughts.” One way to reconcile the two seemingly contradictory positions is to interpret the
absence of evil thoughts and deeds not as the benchmark of the entry into psychicality but of its
completion. The absence of evil thoughts and deeds would, in this view, be the end goal of
psychicality, not its beginning.
This is a plausible view since, after having practiced bodily asceticism as a quasipsychical, the person will have largely conquered the passions of the body. As a psychical, she
must struggle against the more challenging passions of the soul (e.g., envy, zeal, and desire for
money), and it is this second and more advanced level of ascetic therapy which marks the
struggle of psychicals. 55 Thus, in psychicality virtuous deeds and passions of the soul can
coexist. Paradoxically, as will argued next, it is because of their moral growth that psychicals are
beset by the passions of self-appraisal, such as pride.
b) The Imperfection of the Psychical Order
John quickly disabuses his readers of the notion that psychicality spells moral perfection.
The principal critique he levels against psychicals concerns their pride and presumption of
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Beulay also understands the psychical level in this way: “Aussi l’effort pour l’acquisition de la vertu
devra-t-il porter de plus en plus sur la lutte contre les passions intérieures.” Beulay, La lumière sans forme:
Introduction à l’étude de la mystique Chrétienne Syro-Orientale, 98.

406
superiority to others, whom they consider to be less virtuous. To explain, John starts by dividing
the psychical order into two categories: those who are “psychical in conduct” (napšono bduboro)
and those who are “psychical in knowledge” (napšono bidʿato) (21). 56 Being psychical in
conduct means being “elevated above the evil deeds which are visible in the body” (21), and this
is consistent with the earlier definition of psychicals as people who abstain from evil deeds and
practice virtuous actions. Being “psychical in knowledge” supposes “drawing near” the practice
of wisdom (duršo dḥekmto) (21). John describes this category elsewhere as persons who are
“psychical in wisdom” (napšono bḥekmto), that is, persons “whose intelligence practices
learning” (59). Thus, these are intelligent people who have the desire to learn (roḥmat yulpono)
(14) and to study the sciences (hergo dyadʿoto) and who have approached wisdom.
What John broadly criticizes in these two categories is that the psychical in conduct
“rejoices in his deeds,” and the psychical in mind “boasts about his wisdom” (24). In other
words, persons of both categories are self-congratulatory, one because of his virtuous deeds, and
the other because of his wisdom. This is the hallmark of the imperfection of this order, and it
seeps into other vicious passions, such as the passion of zeal. In fact, the zeal of both categories
of psychicals comes from a presumption of superiority: Psychicals in conduct feel superior to
those who commit evil deeds or are “inferior to them in visible deeds” (21); while psychicals in
wisdom are proud and see everyone who disagrees with them as errant and inferior to them (21);
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Curiously, John seems to exclude the possibility that a person may be psychical in both mind and
conduct. He writes: “Whoever is psychical in his intellect (madʿeh) is somatic in his conduct, and whoever is
psychical in his conduct is somatic in his intellect (madʿeh)” (24). This rather cryptic aphorism merits further
analysis by scholars.
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they deem their knowledge to be the only truth and their wisdom universal (59). In other words,
psychicals are intolerant, and they judge and criticize others whom they deem inferior. 57
The root of such presumption of superiority and perfection is a lack of “perception of
what is greater” (21). According to John, Paul also reproaches ignorance to psychicals: John
writes that “this is the order of conduct which the Apostle calls ‘psychical (napšonoyo) person’
who does not accept spiritual things: They are foolishness to him, and he cannot know them, and
he cannot know what is judged by the spirit” (1 Corinthians 2:14) (8). Thus, spiritual knowledge
escapes the psychical because the psychical “sees” and appreciates only what is visible (9).
Ignorance of the existence of a superior knowledge explains the boastfulness of
psychicals in wisdom. As for those who are psychical in conduct, their imperfection lies in the
inferiority of virtuous deeds in comparison with knowledge, as discussed in the first section.
John asserts that “because the nature of the soul is spiritual, the order of its nature is not the
activity of deeds but the knowledge of the spirit” (66). In other words, the natural domain of the
soul is knowledge because of an ontological affinity between the “spiritual” nature of the soul
and the abstract nature of knowledge. Since the soul can exercise and acquire knowledge without
the material body, knowledge is, then, superior to virtuous acts, which involve the material body.
Finally, the tendency of the psychical in conduct to be self-satisfied with her virtuous
deeds distorts her view of salvation:
Whoever’s conduct is entirely visible to others as virtuous (šapir), and whoever is
familiar with almsgiving, fasting, and vigils which eliminate sleep, his whole mind
(tarʿito) is limited to his conduct, and the joy of his hope stirs him up because of his toil;
57

John considers the Apostle Paul, before his conversion, to be the archetype of the psychicals-inknowledge. Paul presumed to know the truth, and that Christians were in error; therefore, he was zealous against
them and persecuted them (21-22).
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and the whole glory prepared for him from the abundant goodness of God in the world to
come, he supposes that he receives it because of his deeds, and not from the treasure of
God’s mercy. (8-9)
To paraphrase, psychicals presume to earn salvation (“the glory prepared from them”) thanks to
their virtuous deeds, thereby denying the role of God’s goodness and mercy in granting them this
salvation. This attitude of entitlement renders the psychical “a hireling (ʾagiro) who works for
his remuneration” (8), and not a son. 58 John is clear that the reason for this presumption is the
limitedness of psychical knowledge to visible conduct, meaning the inability to perceive a
superior knowledge. 59 Consequently, in order to grow morally within psychicality and reach the
end-goal proper to this level, psychicals must fight their inner evil passions.
4.Self-emptying and Purity
As mentioned earlier, the psychical struggle against the passions of the soul is the final
struggle a person undertakes in order to reach the stage where she “neither does evil deeds nor
thinks hateful thoughts” (13). The pinnacle of this struggle is attaining the “purity of mind,”
which John sets as the moral end which God sets for humans on earth. It is, therefore, important
to explore this last struggle and the purity which follows from it.
a) The Psychical Struggle: Self-emptying
Despite suffering from challenging passions, psychicals can grow morally because they
are also unique in experiencing compunction of the soul and tears of penance (16), and this
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“If a person is only about [virtuous deeds], he stands in the measure of the conduct of the visible person,
because he serves the Lord of All in the order of servitude (ʿabduto) and as in the form of a hireling (ʾagiro) who
works for his remuneration” (8). The category of “hireling” as a way or relating to God will be adopted by
Philoxenos in his Discourses. See Philoxenos of Mabbug, The Discourses of Philoxenos of Mabbug, 154.
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John adds that if the psychical person “were told that all which he deems to be praiseworthy is nothing
when measured with things of the spirit, he cannot accept the judgment of this knowledge” (10).
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indicates an awareness of one’s sinfulness and a desire for moral reform through struggle. John
distinguishes two tasks as part of this struggle: first, “the self-emptying (msarquto) of the desire
for money. After the self-emptying (msarquto) of the love of money, necessarily follows the selfemptying of the passion of the desire for praise” (6). John does not explain why he singles out
these two passions or the significance of conquering them at this juncture. This is especially
puzzling because these are not the only remaining passions at this stage. In fact, John writes
elsewhere that “someone may break through the obstacle of the desire for money, only for envy
(ḥsomo) to arise as an obstacle before his mind” (61), implying that other passions, besides the
desire for praise, such as envy, still affect psychicals even after having removed the desire for
money. 60 However, looking at other ascetic writings might shed a light on this matter.
The first passion which must be renounced is the desire for money. John says surprisingly
little about this passion in the Dialogues, but Evagrius may be helpful here. Evagrius may be one
of the most influential ascetic writers to have written about philargyria, the desire for money or
avarice. 61 Heir of the teachings of the Cappadocians and John Chrysostom, Evagrius lists the
desire for money as the third of the eight logismoi, after the “passions of the body,” thereby
implying that this vice is fought at an advanced stage of one’s monastic life. 62 The thoughts

60

John reiterates this idea later in the Dialogues: “A person may be loosed from the desire for money but
has not yet been purified from envy” (75).
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In the Syriac translation of the Praktikos, philargyria is rendered, as in John’s writings, as “the desire for
money” or roḥmat kespo. Evagrios Pontikos, “Praktikos.”
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Richard Newhauser, The Early History of Greed: The Sin of Avarice in Early Medieval Thought and
Literature, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature 41 (Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), 47.
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which Evagrius connects with this passion tempt the monk by suggesting to him worrying
images of poverty, disease, hunger, and shame due to the lack of money. 63
Richard Newhauser views philargyria as a significant vice because Evagrius identifies it
with “a dependence on earthly matter and a persistence in the monk’s habit of thinking in
worldly terms —in short, the identification of avarice with a type of intransigent worldliness
itself”; it expresses “a denial of one of [the Egyptian communities’] major prerequisites for
spiritual perfection: anachoresis (ἀναχώρησις), or the withdrawal from worldly society.” 64 In
short, vanquishing the desire for money helps the monk to detach further from this world and to
long more for the New Life. This may also be the reason John accords importance to this
passion.
The second passion John claims must be vanquished after the desire for money is the
desire for praise. Placing the struggle against the desire for praise at such an advanced stage can
be explained by the fact the desire for praise is a hallmark of the psychical order and it besets
even seasoned monks. Monks who have already conquered the desire for money may still be
tempted, when seen by others, to shed tears (16) or to perform good actions in order to be
honored by others (34). The reason for this is that, perhaps more than the desire for money, the
desire for praise is a form of attachment to this world. An earlier chapter has shown that John
condemns the desire for praise qua a substitution of God’s final judgment of, and praise for,
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“Avarice suggests a lengthy old age, inability to perform manual labour, famines that will come along,
diseases that will arise, the bitter realities of poverty, and the shame there is in accepting goods from others to meet
one's needs.” Evagrius of Pontus, “The Monk: A Treatise on the Practical Life,” 98.
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Newhauser, The Early History of Greed, 49.
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one’s actions for human praise. It is a passion which spells a loss of one’s inner freedom and an
enslavement to other people’s appraisal and favors earthly praise over the eschatological Divine
praise. Therefore, vanquishing this passion cuts another tie between the person and earthly life
and orients her towards the New Life. Next, it is important to situate the place of this struggle in
the moral life and understand its resulting state, the purity of mind.
b) The Pre-pneumatic Boundary: Purity
John describes as follows the resulting state of a person who has successfully selfemptied from the passions of desire for money and for praise: “Then, afterwards, the person
exists in the virtue of the intelligence (myatruto dtarʿito), in humility and patience, in calm
(bhiluto) and understanding (mhawnuto), in the joy of his hope, in the wakefulness of virtuous
reflections, and in consummate affection (reḥmto) for God and human beings—that by these he
may approach the purity of the soul” (6). To paraphrase, after self-emptying from the desire for
money and for praise, the person will have acquired good mental qualities, such as calm,
understanding, and virtuous reflections; virtues, such as humility and patience; and “good
passions,” such as hope, affection, and joy. 65 This state is, then, the upper limit and the end of the
psychical state, and John dubs it “the purity of the soul” (dakyuto dnapšo).
There are several important points in this passage. The first point concerns when purity is
reached. John places it after self-emptying, and elsewhere he writes that the person attains it
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John connects virtuous reflection, love, and joy in his Second Letter. He describes this state as one which
lacks conflict or struggle (ʾaguno). He asserts that “the one whose mind meditates on virtuous things, and his will is
in the love of good things, knows no struggle, and he dwells in God’s joy.” Johannes dem Einsiedler, Briefe von
Johannes dem Einsiedler, 76.
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“[w]hen [he] has struggled (ʿbad ʾaguno) against, and defeated (ḥayeb), all evil passions” (6). 66
The second important point is defining “the purity of the soul” as “the completion (šulomo) of
the whole conduct in which God commands the person to conduct himself in this life” (6). Purity
represents, then, the goal which God has set and “commanded.” It is all that God requires
humans to achieve in this earthly life. As discussed in the context of the morality of the passions,
John believes that God punishes, condemns, and forbids evil passions (47), and that human
beings incur Divine condemnation because they are not “masters of their evil passions” (73).
Consequently, if mastering evil passions is the “moral floor”—that is, the minimal moral
requirement set by God—then purity is the “moral ceiling” for humans on earth—a moral state
which God would not condemn people for not surpassing. Setting purity as a moral ceiling is
surprising when one considers that the order to which one ascends after purity—to wit, the
pneumatic order—is the order where one becomes “truly” virtuous, as I will argue later.
The status of purity as a terminal state is doubtful, however, because John also claims
that the self-emptying of the desire for money and praise are “the preliminary (šuroyo) to the
conduct (duboro) of the inner person” (6). As argued in an earlier chapter, the term “inner
person” refers to the soul, and, therefore, “the conduct of the inner person” refers to the conduct
proper to the soul, which is less concerned with visible deeds and more with knowledge. The
conduct of the inner person is, then, synonymous with pneumaticity, and self-emptying is its

John also calls this state the “purity of mind” (dakyuto dreʿyono), and he views it as the end of obeying
God’s commandments (5). John writes: “All these commandments, therefore, bring the inner person to purity of
mind (dakyuto dreʿyono)” (5).
66
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preliminary. 67 This suggests that purity prepares one for pneumaticity. John also writes in this
direction that “[w]hen the person has struggled (ʿbad ʾaguno) against, and defeated (ḥayeb), all
evil passions and has stood in the purity of mind, he leaves (npaq) the whole conduct which is
commanded by God in this life and begins, henceforth, to enter from the limpidity of the soul to
the conduct of the New Person” (6). It is unclear, then, if purity is a terminal or transitional state
Resolving this seeming ambiguity resides in affirming both positions: professing that
purity is the end which God has set for humans on earth does not mean that it is the most humans
can morally achieve but the least they must achieve. Advancing from purity to pneumaticity and
limpidity is still possible, even though this transition may be qualitatively different from the
somatic-psychical transition. 68 To elucidate this question further requires a close examination of
pneumatic and limpidity, which is the object of the next and final section.
III. The Pneumatic Order
Beyond psychicality and the purity of mind lies pneumaticity, the third and final level of
moral growth in the Dialogues. This significance of this level resides in the fact that it exceeds
the minimal moral requirement which God commands and is reserved for a select few. There are
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The term šuroyo, translated here as “preliminary,” also means “beginning,” and has been translated so in
modern languages. Hansbury renders šuroyo dduboro dbar nošo dalgaw as “the beginning of the way of life of the
inner person” John the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, trans. Mary Hansbury, Texts from Christian Late
Antiquity 32 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013), 14; Hausherr as “le commencement de la conduite de l'homme
intérieur.” Jean le Solitaire (Pseudo-Jean de Lycopolis), Dialogue sur l’âme et les passions des hommes, trans.
Irénée Hausherr, vol. 120, Orientalia Christiana Analecta (Roma: Pontificium Institutum Orientalium Studiorum,
1939), 31; Pavan as “l'inizio della condotta dell'uomo interiore.” Giovanni il Solitario, Le passioni dell’anima, trans.
Marco Pavan, Edizioni Qiqajon (Magnano [BI], Italia: Comunità di Bose, 2012), 67. Nevertheless, it would be a
mistake to understand a struggle against passions as a part of the pneumatic stage, since the latter is free of vicious
passions and begins only after the last evil passion has been vanquished.
68

Dedering agrees that purity is a transition (“Übergang”) between the psychical and the pneumatic stage.
Sven Dedering, introduction to Ein Dialog über die Seele und die Affekte des Menschen (Leipzig: O. Harrassowitz,
1936), XI.
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three crucial issues concerning this level. First, John believes that pneumaticity is the stage
where one begins to possess true virtue. This is a puzzling belief which needs to be examined
because it implies that God does not require humans to possess true virtue on earth. Second, it is
unclear in the Dialogues whether pneumaticity is an earthly or an eschatological state.
Depending on the answer, true virtue may or may not be possible in this life. Third, John
confuses his readers by also claiming that true virtue occurs only beyond limpidity, thereby
setting two different thresholds for true virtue: pneumaticity and limpidity.
In order to address these issues, this section will, first, explore the characteristics of the
pneumatic order in terms of its connection to knowledge and grace, and it will argue that it is a
level reserved for a select few. Second, it will show that, for John, true virtue is reserved for this
level and not available to the lower ones. Last, it will situate pneumaticity in relation to limpidity
in order to determine the threshold of true virtue.
A. The Characteristics of the Pneumatic Order
The Scriptural basis of the pneumatic order, as is the case of the other two orders, is
Pauline (1Cor 2:15). 69 John calls this order “the order of the conduct of the inner person whom
Paul calls the spiritual person” (7). It begins “after the self-emptying of the passion of the desire
for money” and brings the person to the limpidity of the soul (8). The pneumatic order is then
situated between two boundaries: a lower boundary, the purity of the mind and, an upper
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1 Corinthians 2:15: “But the spiritual man judges everything, while he is not judged by anyone” (7).
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boundary, the limpidity of the soul. Therefore, like the other orders, pneumaticity is dynamic and
progressive, and the person is gradually “perfected” in pneumaticity. 70
The hallmark of this order is “turning towards the knowledge of the nature of the soul”:
Because the nature of the soul is spiritual (ruḥono), the order of its nature is not the
activity of deeds but the knowledge of the spirit. If a person is elevated above the activity
of virtuous deeds in his knowledge, he is no longer in the psychical order, but in the
pneumatic (ruḥono), because he has turned towards the knowledge of the nature of the
soul—[a nature] which is pneumatic (ruḥono) but is called animal (napšono) because it is
clothed with a body and is stirred up by its senses. (66)
To paraphrase, pneumaticity, as a level, takes its name from the pneumatic (spiritual) nature
common to both the soul and knowledge. This nature is superior to any involvement of the soul
with the material body, even if this involvement consists in virtuous deeds. 71 Thus, the hallmark
of this order is spiritual knowledge and, as the previous chapter showed, good passions.
Pneumaticity also creates a sort of intimacy with God. John says in the First Dialogue
that the pneumatic person
is no longer a servant upon whom the Law was imposed, but a beloved son who is freed
from everything belonging to this world. And he begins to become a sharer in the
Mysteries of God (bar rozo daloho), because he will have a participation (šawtoputo)
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John writes: “Little by little, [the person] will be elevated as to be perfected in the pneumatic order” (7).
This suggests that a person does not become perfectly pneumatic as soon as achieves the purity of the soul. Indeed,
John states that after purity, “many things” will have to happen before a person advances morally: “When a person
begins to distance himself from evil deeds, there will be many variations (puršone) in his mind (reʿyono); and then
he will approach the psychical degree. And when, additionally, he begins to be purified in his inner thoughts, many
things [happen] to him, and then he attains limpidity” (22).
71
Hansbury’s translation of this passage, even if grammatically defensible, is semantically confusing: “[I]f
one is elevated above the activity of good deeds in his understanding, he is no longer at the level of the soul but at
the level of the spirit because he has turned towards the knowledge of his soul's nature which is spiritual. Yet he is
said to be at the level of the soul because he is clothed in a body and is stirred by the senses of the body itself.” John
the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, 138. Italics added. In other words, Hansbury understands John to mean
that, despite being in the way of knowledge, the person, not the nature of the soul, is still not considered pneumatic.
This translation contradicts John’s core definition of pneumaticity as being in the way of knowledge and makes
pneumaticity impossible in this life.
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with God in his knowledge. And there will be a companionship (ʿenyono) with God
through the revelation of mysteries, as he will grow in the things of the spirit. (6-7)
The terms “sharer in the Mysteries of God” and “companionship” express a close relationship
between God and the pneumatic person. In that sense, John uses elsewhere the Syriac term
baytoyo daloho (7)—which literally means “belonging to God’s household”— to refer to the
relationship, based on knowledge, between God and the pneumatic person.
John considers that only “a few (ḥadḥdone) are brought near (ʾetqarab(w)) the pneumatic
conduct.” 72 One of the reasons is that reaching this level, which lies above purity, cannot be
accomplished by human effort. John writes, in that sense, that “the purity of the mind is the limit
(tḥumo) of the whole power of natural law and Scripture. From purity and beyond is the
pneumatic conduct” (60). John, then, considers that natural law and Scripture can guide and
empower the person to purify herself of all passions and avoid evil deeds. But they cannot help
her attain pneumaticity. In fact, John locates the pneumatic conduct “outside of nature” (lbar
men kyono) to signify that it is beyond what natural law and human will alone can help one to
achieve. 73 Hence, reaching this level can only be the product of grace and of God’s election.
More will be said about this shortly. One of the corollaries of this view, for John, is that “no
person is judged for not reaching this greatness” (24). Whereas God condemns those who do not
purify themselves from evil passions and do not reach the purity of the soul, no one is judged for
not attaining the pneumatic order.
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John writes: “A few (ḥadḥdone) are brought near (ʾetqarab(w)) the pneumatic conduct, a small number
(dlile) to the psychical, and the whole world to the somatic” (66).
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John writes: “The pneumatic conduct is not for nature to seek because that which is given to human
beings in the Other World is outside nature (lbar men kyono).” (24)
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As for who are those select few who attain pneumaticity, John has two different
positions. On the one hand, he says that “[s]ince no one (lo noš) is elevated to genuine pneumatic
knowledge, therefore, no one is perfected (ʾetgmar) as to become a pneumatic person in this
world,” except Jesus Christ (64). On the other hand, he concedes that “in this life [pneumaticity]
is given by God to whom [God] knows is necessary (wole); as [God did] with Paul, whom he
brought to this measure, along with other disciples” (24). In other words, the first position is
prohibitive, while the second is only selective, and the two positions seem contradictory.
There are two ways to reconcile these two positions: the first way distinguishes
“genuine” pneumaticity, only reserved for Jesus, from a lower, non-genuine form of
pneumaticity, afforded to a select few. The second way is based on John’s distinction between
two modes of pneumaticity, similar to the distinction in psychicality: pneumaticity in knowledge
and pneumaticity in conduct. John does not define these categories, but it is likely that
pneumaticity in knowledge is characterized by a knowledge of Divine Mysteries, and
pneumaticity in conduct concerns how a pneumatic person behaves. This second way, then,
interprets John to say that only Jesus has attained full pneumaticity in knowledge and in conduct,
while only a select few are elevated to only one of the two categories.
Furthermore, the criteria of necessity in granting pneumaticity merits some attention
because it points to the reason why God elects some people to grant them pneumaticity. John
says that God elevates to the pneumatic conduct those to whom he deems it “necessary” (wole),
thereby implying that God elects people to pneumaticity to empower them for a certain necessary
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task. 74 Some of those who are listed in this category are Paul and the Apostles. This
interpretation is compatible with John’s assertion in the First Dialogue that God granted the
Apostles the “power of signs” and wisdom in order to bring nations to the Christian faith. 75 Thus,
it is conceivable that, for John, God elevates a select few to pneumaticity so they can fulfill a
mission willed by him. Those elected to this grace are granted true virtue, as will be shown next.
B. The True Virtue of the Pneumatic
John considers that pneumaticity brings about true virtue, even though pneumatics are
“above virtuous deeds” (48). The “true virtues” John focuses on at this level are two: humility
and love. These are classified elsewhere as “good passions” (46) and would not for John strictly
qualify as “virtuous deeds,” even though they may serve as a principle of action for virtuous
deeds. What follows will examine what renders these virtues true.
1.True Humility
John ties the true virtue of humility to pneumatics. 76 Although Jesus is the exemplar of
humility par excellence, 77 the description John gives of the humble pneumatic person implies

74

Hansbury translates the term wole as “deserving”: “In this life, then, it can only be given by God to the
one whom, He knows is deserving.” John the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, 54. Basing the election to
pneumaticity on individual merit contradicts John’s emphasis on the role of grace at this level.
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John writes: “The Apostles received the power of signs and the wisdom of the Other Life because they
were chosen to teach the nations, so that thanks to the signs there would be belief that the Mystery of Christ is from
God; and thanks to the wisdom of the Life to Come, [the apostles] would instruct people would about their hope”
(10).
76
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John writes: “True humility which is from knowledge is only found in the pneumatic person” (67).

John quotes Matthew 11:29 as a Scriptural basis for designating Jesus as a model of humility: “Our Lord
who was perfect in the pneumatic conduct said: ‘Learn from me, for I am meek and humble in my heart’” (67).
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that other humans, besides Jesus, may also have true humility. 78 As in the psychical order, John
asserts that pneumaticity operates through two spheres, conduct and knowledge, and it is
expressed differently in each of these spheres. First, he describes humility in the pneumatic in
conduct:
Listen how [humility] is found in the person who is pneumatic in conduct and in
knowledge: in his conduct, because of this which I want to say: because he has perceived
the hope of human beings and the glory prepared for them from God’s grace (ṭaybuto), he
wonders at God’s mercy and he honors humans with love, as one who see that God loves
humans and the greatness [humans] have before [God]. (70)
In this passage, humility is described as the attitude of “honoring others with love,” with no
specific actions tied to it. This suggests that, first, humility is tied to loving others whom one
comes to view in the light of their future glory with God and, second, that humility in conduct is
primarily about one’s attitude toward others, yet without excluding the possibility of its
behavioral expression.
Similarly, John continues to explain why, despite being wise, the pneumatic in
knowledge is humble:
Concerning the person who is pneumatic in knowledge, as to why he is not proud (ḥatiro)
with the presumption of wisdom: […] It is because his knowledge grows in a Mystery
elevated above the somatics and the psychicals. Therefore, he perceives the Mystery
through revelation (gelyono), and the nature of his stirrings by itself cannot contain its
truth, but this Mystery is higher than what can be thought. Because he knows that it is a
revelation, upon which he cannot reflect if it had not been revealed to him, because of the
sickness of the soul that is captivated by a body. Because of these [thoughts], wonder at
the depth of God’s wisdom reigns in him, as to how inferior this life is to the coming
Mystery, and how human nature cannot reach [that life] without God’s grace. Therefore,
[the pneumatic person] exists in complete humility by his awareness of these thoughts.
(71)
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For instance, one of the thoughts that John claims help the pneumatic to stay humble is the doubt about
their own salvation (67)—a doubt that John would not attribute to Jesus.
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In other words, the pneumatic in knowledge is humble because she is aware that her own
intelligence or merit cannot be credited with the great knowledge she has received. This
knowledge is a revelation which exceeds the limits of her intelligence—which is limited by the
senses of the body and its stirrings—and is a grace from God. It is her awareness of the grace of
God that sets the pneumatic person apart from the lower orders and especially from psychicals
who, beginning to acquire earthly wisdom through study, are proud. Furthermore, the content of
the Divine revelation shows the pneumatic that human nature, in its current state, is inferior to its
future glory, giving the pneumatic another reason to be humble. For all these reasons, the
pneumatic person is humble despite having a superior knowledge not afforded to others.
2.True Love
John also reserves the virtue of “true love” (ḥubo dašroro)— alternately also called
“consummate love” (ḥubo mšamloyo) and “Divine Love” (ḥubo ʾalohoyo) (20)—to
pneumaticity. He believes that love is “naturally placed in us by God” (18), suggesting that the
ability to love and to obey God’s commandment to love him and others has been given to the
naturally virtuous soul. Nevertheless, not everyone possesses the virtue of true love. Somatics,
for example, have false love, because the “cause” of their love is the pursuit of wealth or beauty
(19). Psychicals have no false love because, unlike the somatics, they have conquered their
desire for money and their sexual appetite which motivate love. Yet, they have no true love
either because the pride they take in their presumed wisdom leads them to hate those who
disagree with their teaching (20). Psychicals, then, have neither false nor true love.
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Consequently, only pneumatics have true love. John declares, in that sense, that
Divine love (ḥubo ʾalohoyo) is not possessed from the world of the body but from
understanding (sukolo) God’s mysteries. […] This is, then, consummate love (ḥubo
mšamlyo): to love everyone in the image of [the love of] God. If the psychical loves
anyone, his love is not from knowledge, but from a cause which calls him [to love]. If his
love were true, and he loves though knowledge those whom he desires, he would not then
hate the evildoer. Whoever is psychical in his knowledge cannot love except whoever
accepts his teaching. But his love is not genuine because true love, loves even those who
do not acquiesce to his teaching, just as God loves those who do not acquiesce to his will.
The pneumatic man possesses consummate love for God and human beings, not
occasionally or from a visible cause, but from knowledge. (19-20)
To paraphrase, John describes true love as “Divine” because it moves one to love others as God
loves them. It is a universal love which excludes no one, including the evildoer and the heretic.
Such a love is only afforded to pneumatics because it requires a level of knowledge given only to
pneumatics. As is common in the Dialogues, this knowledge is said simply, if opaquely, to
pertain to “God’s Mysteries,” which broadly indicates a knowledge of eschatological realities.
Fortunately, John elaborates on this idea later in the Dialogues, in his discussion of the
virtue of hope. In the chapter on therapeutic techniques, hope was shown to heal the passions by
allowing one to appraise correctly the value of mutable earthly goods in light of the eternal good,
to wit, the future glory prepared for humans in the New Life. Hope plays a similar role in the
case of the virtue of love. John asserts that “if you perceive the hope prepared for you, you will
be freed from all harmful passions, and you will place in your soul an image of love for
humankind” (71). To illustrate how hope helps one to develop consummate love, John offers the
following parable:
Those who perceive the hope for human beings are seized with a consummate
understanding of good things. This is just as if people in a village are struck with abject
poverty, and the king sends them a promise that he wishes that they dwell with him in the
palace in glorious honor. Those who perceive this promise can no longer be hateful
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against those poor people. Even those who previously despised them now hold them with
compassionate humility. […] Thus, God, in his mercy and the wealth of his grace has
made known to humans a declaration of great promises in the Holy Gospel. Therefore,
those who perceive the promises of God to humans are seized with a consummate love
for humans. (72)
Poverty in this parable is moral and spiritual poverty, which is sin. John is asking the virtuous to
see others, especially sinners, not in their present “poor” state, but in the light of the future glory
and moral righteousness promised them and bestowed on them by God. This shift in perspective
is similar to the reappraisal of temporal goods discussed in the previous chapter on therapy, but
in reverse. When compared to the promised hope, temporal goods lose much of their perceived
value. Human beings, on the other hand, see their value increase. They see their true worth better
acknowledged and honored in the present in light of their future glory with God. Hence,
perceiving their true worth leads to loving them with a “perfect love,” as John puts it. 79 Thus,
love is a virtue perfected through spiritual knowledge and is, hence, only available to
pneumatics.
Moreover, only pneumatics have true love, not only for others, but also for God. In the
Fourth Dialogue, John reiterates his views on pneumatic love, but he additionally describes the
love of pneumatics for God: “The love of pneumatics for one another is Divine love, their great
glory and the knowledge of their hope. […] Loving God solely for himself and not for a cause
outside of him, this is pneumatic love, which is the love reserved for us in the post-resurrectional
conduct” (89). In other words, the pneumatic love for God stands in opposition with the lower
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forms of love which are motivated by a “cause,” such as fear of Gehenna or desiring the
promises of eternal life. Pneumatic love, by contrast, loves God “for himself,” independently
from what God can grant a person.
Thus, only pneumatics have true love. But is true love possible on earth for pneumatics,
besides Jesus? This question is raised by John’s belief that, pneumaticity is not, at least in this
life, tantamount to true perfection, which is only an eschatological gift. He states that “This order
“is called pneumatic, not because it is truly (ḥatitoʾit) perfected (ʾetgmar) in the spirit here [in
this world]. This is not given until the New World. But it is called pneumatic because it is stirred
up in a knowledge higher than the psychical order which takes place in the body” (60). In other
words, pneumatics are a higher order than psychicality thanks to their superior knowledge. Yet,
they remain below perfection, which is only eschatological.
That perfection is not an earthly state is unsurprising. But the corollary for the possibility
of virtue is significant because, for John, some virtues belonging to the pneumatic order are also
post-resurrectional “gifts.” To be sure, these are virtues found in the lower orders, albeit in nonpneumatic form. But in their “true” form, virtues, such as the pneumatic self-emptying of
opinions (85), tranquility (86), purity (87), abstaining from the memory of hateful deeds (87),
love for God and joy (89), are all “reserved for us in the life after the resurrection.”
To complicate matter more, John assigns true love, not only to pneumaticity, but also to
beyond limpidity and, therefore, to the Other Life. He opines that “[e]very person who is below
the limpidity of the soul does not have true love which does not stumble” (55) and that “[t]rue
love (ḥubo dašroro) is possessed from limpidity and beyond” (20). He justifies his position as
follows: “This gift (mawhabto) of consummate (mšamloyo) love is given to all of human nature
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in the Other World. Every gift that a person receives from the limpidity of the soul and beyond is
one of the post-resurrectional gifts. If no one hates his companion after the resurrection, is it not
obvious that true love is a gift from God?” (20). John’s argument proceeds chronologically
backwards: Since true love reigns in the Other World, then this Divine gift must belong to the
Other World.
Thus, true love is now placed beyond limpidity and beyond earthly life. So, the question
now is when true love begins: at the pneumatic level, or beyond limpidity? In the present life, or
in the New Life? If limpidity starts at the beginning of the pneumatic level, then true love can be
said to occur simultaneously beyond limpidity and at the pneumatic level. But any other
chronological arrangement of limpidity and pneumaticity would create a discrepancy. Therefore,
limpidity must be located in relation to pneumaticity and the New Life.
C. Limpidity of the Soul
Locating limpidity is essential because John sets it as the lower limit for true virtue.
Therefore, finding out what limpidity is and where it begins determines when true virtue begins.
It is not easy to define or locate limpidity in the process of moral growth because John’s
language is not always precise. Thus, it is not always clear to what degree John distinguishes
limpidity from purity and where limpidity is situated in relation to the eschatological New Life.
This subsection will address these inconsistencies and propose a location of limpidity.
1.Limpidity and Purity
Limpidity renders the Syriac term šapyuto, which, as Brock rightly notes, is difficult to
translate because “no single English word is adequate to cover all the connotations of Syriac
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shafyūtā satisfactorily.” 80 Moreover, John does not define what limpidity is, and there are
reasons to confuse it with purity. First, the meaning of the two words is close. The term šapyuto
denotes, like purity (dakyuto), limpidity and transparency: It describes the appearance of a
burnished object. This has prompted some scholars to render it as “luminosity,” 81 while others,
still, translate it as “integrity.” 82 Hausherr attempts to clarify the issue by simply defining
limpidity as a superior purity, thereby distinguishing the two concepts by degree and not by
quality. 83 Because of this linguistic imprecision, some scholars, such as Dedering, go as far as
considering purity and limpidity to be almost interchangeable. 84
Another way scholars attempt to differentiate purity from limpidity is by attempting to
situate them along the stages of John’s three-tiered division. This approach is more useful
because it may help situate limpidity in relation to the New Life. No answer is immediately
available, however, since John makes equivocal statements concerning the relationship between
purity and limpidity. For example, he writes that “[a]ll these commandments, therefore, bring the
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inner person near the purity of mind (dakyuto dreʿyono)” (5), and, in the same breath, that “all of
God’s commandments bring the person near the limpidity (šapyuto) of the soul” (6). It is unclear,
then, whether the end goal of keeping the commandments is purity or limpidity. 85
However, John makes clear statements elsewhere about the precedence of purity to
limpidity. He asserts that “when the person has struggled (ʿbad ʾaguno) against, and defeated
(ḥayeb), all evil passions and stood in the purity of mind, he leaves (npaq) the whole conduct
which is commanded by God in this life and begins, after that, to enter from the limpidity of the
soul to the conduct of the New Person” (6). In other words, after a person has achieved the purity
of mind, she begins to move from limpidity to “the conduct of the New Person.” This implies
that purity and limpidity are distinct, even if contiguous. 86
In sum, even though they may not be clearly differentiated semantically, purity and
limpidity are sufficiently distinguished chronologically, with limpidity leading to “the conduct of
the New Person.” The latter is an eschatological category, for John writes that “[be]yond
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limpidity is the post-resurrectional Other Life, which is the conduct of the New Person, [which
consists] not in works but in knowledge” (60). Limpidity, then, ushers in the conduct of the New
person, which is an eschatological state. The relationship between limpidity and eschatology will
now be explored more closely.
2.Limpidity and True Life
That limpidity has an eschatological dimension is attested in biblical and Syriac
literatures. After surveying these literatures, Brock concludes that limpidity is “one of the
attributes of the paradisiacal state, and so its attainment is part of the continual quest in the life of
the christian [sic] to effect the reality of the re-entry into Paradise, granted in potential at
baptism.” 87 In other words, it is a goal one pursues in this life but will only be accomplished
eschatologically.
Brock’s interpretation may be closest to John’s thought. In fact, John suggests that
limpidity is the penultimate boundary between this life and “True Life.” Using the analogy of
birth, John illustrates how limpidity is the boundary between virtuous conduct and the purity of
mind in this life, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the “True life,” rich in the “knowledge
of the spiritual world”:
Just as the beginning of the person of the body is his exit from the afterbirth and his
existence in the conduct of this life, similarly, the true (ḥatito) birth of our True Person
consists in not being confined (ḥbiš) only to purity, but to exit from limpidity and exist in
the knowledge of the Life of that World [to come]. Just as the afterbirth is an
intermediate (meṣʿoyto) made for the infant between the life in the womb and the life in
this world, likewise, limpidity is an intermediate made for our hidden (kasyo) person
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between the virtuous conduct of this life, to exit from it and enter the True life, which is
the intellect (madʿo) of the knowledge of the spiritual world. (60)
To paraphrase, at birth a fetus leaves the womb and detaches from the placenta and fetal
membranes which still bind her to her mother’s womb. Detaching from the afterbirth is,
therefore, a watershed moment between two worlds: the womb and earthly life. Similarly,
limpidity is the boundary (“intermediate”) between virtuous conduct and the “True Life,”
characterized by spiritual knowledge, beyond virtuous conduct and purity of mind. 88 It is the
moment that marks the birth of the “True Person,” that is, the liberated soul who had been
“hidden” in a body. 89
The most distinctive feature of post-limpidity is knowledge. In the Third Dialogue John
asserts that
[i]f a person is from the limpidity of soul and beyond, not only will he be able to
understand (nestakal) the words of the New Life, but he is also close to God (qribo
daloho) by the revelation of the Mysteries. For once he stands from limpidity and beyond
in his intelligence (tarʿito), Christ reveals (glo) himself to him. But whoever is from
limpidity and below, Christ is not revealed to him by his knowledge (ʾidaʿto). (56)
Simply, knowledge above limpidity is qualitatively different from earthly knowledge in three
ways: First, it is a knowledge by revelation, not by study; second, it is a revelation, not only of
the Mysteries, but of Christ himself; third, the person will be able to understand the revelation.
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It is, perhaps, because of this qualitatively superior knowledge that true love and other
true virtues are given only beyond limpidity, because there is no true virtue that is not founded
on the knowledge that springs from Christ’s self-revelation. But whereas connecting true virtue
to spiritual knowledge is not problematic per se, one of its infelicitous implications is that true
virtue also may be eschatological. This would set an unrealistically high standard for virtue and
betray a rather pessimistic outlook on moral progress. In this view, Christian believers, and even
saints, cannot attain true virtue on earth.
Fortunately, John tempers his views by suggesting that, although true virtue is
eschatological (“beyond limpidity”), God gives certain gifts to pneumatics in this life by
anticipation of the New Life. He writes that “[b]eing brought to (netqarab) an intelligence
(tarʿito) beyond the limpidity of the soul is one of the gifts given to us in the Other World.
However, he who keeps the [pneumatic] conduct of which I spoke, God begins from here to give
him from the gifts to come, as much as he is able to receive in this life” (7-8). In other words,
even what John considers as post-resurrectional virtues or revelations can still be given by grace
in this life. Consequently, even if limpidity is the penultimate pre-eschatological boundary, as
Fig. 7.2 shows, it remains quite permeable because it does not obstruct the anticipatory
participation in the virtue and knowledge of the New life.
It is important to remember, however, that even though John leaves open the possibility
of true virtue in this world, these gifts are only given to pneumatics, who are a select few,
thereby excluding most virtue-seekers. Such a belief may seem elitist and demoralizing at first
blush because it reserves true virtue on earth for a handful of people, while it sets a moral ceiling
for the vast majority, who will only achieve the purity of the soul. But, by the same token,

430
Fig. 7.2: Full Three-tiered Division of Moral Life in the Dialogues

rejecting the idea that humanity is perfectible in this life can assuage the guilt of some Christians
who have not attained true virtue, as well as moderate the excessive ambition of others.
Moreover, by making true virtue a gift of grace, John aims to foster humility in the virtuous, and
by making it eschatological, he aims to nurture in his readers hope and longing for the Other
World.
Conclusion
This chapter has argued that, for the Solitary, virtue and vice are inversely proportional
and, therefore, to grow in virtue, one must remove evil passions. This growth in virtue is not
primarily brought about by the acquisition of new habits but by allowing the natural virtue of the
soul to be made visible and actualized in its instrument, the body. But, ultimately, beyond virtue
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awaits a wealth of knowledge of the Mysteries of God and the New Life. Such knowledge and
intimacy with God are reserved for the highest level of moral growth, pneumaticity.
Similarly, true virtue is also reserved for this level. And since pneumaticity is reserved
for a select few and is an earthly-eschatological boundary, what remains attainable for most
people is the purity of mind, which consists of a gradual healing of vicious passions. At the
somatic level, where everyone begins, the will to struggle against evil thoughts and passions,
coupled with bodily asceticism, lead to an increasing success in curtailing evil deeds. A person
transitions from somaticity to psychicality when she has healed her bodily passions. At the
psychical level, she accomplishes virtuous deeds and grows in wisdom. Yet these gains prove to
be her Achilles’ heel, because she is now tempted by pride and other passions of the soul.
Therefore, to complete the level of psychicality, she must vanquish the passions of the soul,
mainly through cognitive techniques which cure the passions by modifying one’s thoughts.
Once a person has healed the passions of the body and of the soul, she reaches the purity
of mind, which is the moral limit set by God for humans: Not achieving purity brings Divine
condemnation, but not surpassing it to pneumaticity and limpidity does not. This is because
reaching pneumaticity and limpidity are granted by grace to only a select few. This is
problematic because a few people reach psychicality and even fewer reach pneumaticity
limpidity. Since John insists that true virtue does not exist below pneumaticity and limpidity,
then only a select few will be given the grace of true virtue on earth. But true virtue will be given
to “all the saints” in the New Life (65). Therefore, achieving true virtue, like spiritual
knowledge, remains an eschatological gift from God to humans. Instead of spelling hopelessness,
this belief engenders humility, love for God, and longing for the New Life.

CONCLUSION
This dissertation has argued that, in John of Apamea’s Dialogues on the Soul, passions
and their healing play a central role in helping the Christian grow morally towards virtue. To do
so, it was necessary to examine the theoretical infrastructure which upholds John’s thought: from
John’s theological anthropology, examining the body and soul both in terms of the relationship
between them and their relation to passions; to his understanding of the passions, their causes,
and their healing; and to his three-tiered division of moral growth. The following will, first,
summarize the principal findings of this dissertation and, second, propose avenues for future
research.
The anthropological framework within which John of Apamea operates in the Dialogues
is influenced by the philosophical dualistic tendencies permeating fifth-century Syria which
denigrate the body. But it is also faithful to the Christian belief in the goodness of Creation, as
expressed in Scripture. John’s negotiation of these two influences yields a hierarchical and
instrumental anthropology where body and soul are fundamentally good and established in a
partnership (šawtoputo). The soul’s embodiment is willed by God for the purpose of educating
humanity about God’s greatness. By the same token, it is also an anthropology where body and
soul are two relatively autonomous natures with opposite attributes, and where the soul must
struggle to control the body and its stirrings.
For John, the soul is ontologically superior to the body on both the epistemological and
moral levels. On the epistemological level, the spiritual, immaterial soul possesses “subtler”
senses than those of the body: It depends on bodily senses for sense-data, yet it transcends sensedata with abstract knowledge. The soul uses the body as its instrument of knowledge, but
432
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knowledge reside properly in it and survives, intact, the body’s demise. Morally, the soul is
created by God as naturally virtuous and free of evil passions, while the body is the seat of all
evil passions because of its needs and desires. But although virtue resides in the soul, the soul
uses the body as its instrument to accomplish virtuous deeds—which John defines as the activity
of the soul in the body, thereby incorporating the body in the virtuous life.
Examining the respective relation of the soul and the body to the passions, this
dissertation has shown that John’s anthropology is eschatological, meaning that it is commanded
by John’s view of life in the Other World. The soul must be simple because it is immortal, and
what is composed is, by definition, mortal. Similarly, the soul must be naturally free of evil
passions, so that its spiritual knowledge and love for God in the New Life are unimpeded. As in
the Phaedo and the Enneads, the seat (“cause”) of the passions is the body. The soul, because of
its association with the body, is stirred up by these passions arising from the body and imprinting
on the heart, but its nature remains unaltered.
Passions are stirrings. When they concern the bodily appetites tied to food, drink, sleep,
or sex, they are called passions of the body, and they must be healed, first. The so-called
passions of the soul, such as pride, envy, and zeal, are relational and are stirred up by certain
“thoughts.” John’s classification of the passions is intricate: The same passion can have different
objects, and the object, along with intention, determines the moral value of a passion. For
instance, the fear of God is superior to the fear of the world; but also fearing God out of
reverence is superior to fearing God out of fear of eternal punishment.
Accordingly, passions are not inherently evil: Some are neutral and derive their moral
valence from their object (e.g., envy for good things is good), and some are made good (e.g.,
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humility, joy, and love) when purified. Nonetheless, John’s attention is chiefly turned to evil
passions because John aims to teach his readers to vanquish them. Evil passions are diseases
because they distract the mind and impede spiritual knowledge, but also because they betray an
overvaluation of mutable goods. This is because, for John, a desire for mutable goods is the root
of every passion.
The Christian’s responsibility vis-à-vis evil passions is to struggle against them, thrusting
the person into a war between the will of the soul and the will of the body. The purpose of the
struggle against the passions is to heal the soul: John views himself as a physician eager to teach
his readers how to heal the diseases that are evil passions. One can, therefore, speak of an ascetic
therapy of the passions. This ascetic therapy offers an arsenal of remedies or techniques aiming
at preventing the arousal of evil passions, weakening them, and, ultimately, removing them.
The primary tool the Christian needs to fight evil passions is the “scientific” knowledge
of the passions: their causes, categories, and variations. Armed with this indispensable
knowledge, the Christian can prevent the passions by avoiding their causes and the situations
which awaken them, weaken them by extinguishing them, and choose the appropriate technique
for removing the passions of different categories. For the passions of the body, John prescribes
obeying the commandments and bodily asceticism primarily, whereas the passions of the soul are
healed by “helpful thoughts” counteracting evil thoughts and by longing through hope for
eschatological goods over mutable goods. This process occurs within the context of a
relationship and a discourse between teacher and disciple.
The purpose of healing the person of her evil passions is her moral and spiritual growth.
This growth is motivated by one’s love for God and achieved by a synergy of human assiduity
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and Divine Grace. John charts this growth over three successive levels. The first level is
somaticity, which is the initial level where everyone (except Jesus Christ, that is) begins. At this
level, the person is overcome with evil passions. But if she is willing to struggle against them,
she can learn, and eventually be able, to master them. She must start with mastering the passions
of the body, and this leads her to next level, psychicality, where she struggles against the
passions of the soul. As a psychical, she grows in knowledge and in virtuous deeds. Ironically,
this growth enflames in her a presumption of superiority over those individuals she views as less
virtuous or knowledgeable than herself. Hence, zeal, pride, and boastfulness are the hallmarks of
this second level.
Once the person empties herself of these passions, but especially of the desire for money
and the desire for praise, she reaches a state John calls the purity of the soul. The purity of the
soul is characterized by the absence of evil passions and deeds and the tranquility of mind. It is
also the state which God has commanded humans to achieve on earth, even though only a few
people attain it. Even fewer people attain the third level, pneumaticity, which is granted by pure
Divine grace. While Jesus Christ is the only genuine pneumatic who has ever existed, God has
granted pneumaticity to those he has commissioned to evangelize, such as Paul and the Apostles.
Curiously, for John, moral growth in this life does not include achieving true virtue. True
virtue, and especially true love, are reserved for the New Life, the Other World. This is because
true virtue can only derive from the true knowledge of God and his Mysteries—a knowledge that
is only possible after the spiritual senses of the soul have been liberated from the material body
in the New Life where it will be transformed.
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Pushing true virtue to the eschatological realm serves to prove that true virtue is a pure
gift from the grace of God, and not a human achievement. The Christian’s contribution for true
virtue is limited to having prepared oneself to receive it by purifying oneself from vice. John
leaves the door open for the possibility of true virtue on earth for a few pneumatics whom God
elects for a mission. But he maintains that these gifts are post-resurrectional and are given in
anticipation of the New Life, where all the saints will ultimately be given true virtue.
Although John’s only declared source is Scripture, it has been necessary and helpful,
throughout this project, to contextualize and clarify some of John’s ideas and terms by turning to
Greek philosophy—especially Plato, the Stoics, and Plotinus—and to Greek Patristics, especially
Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, and Evagrius. Hence, John must be credited with introducing
elements of Greek thought into Syriac Christianity, and particularly, the study of the passions
and the stages of moral growth. John’s influence will prove durable and materialize in later
centuries in the works of important figures such as Philoxenos of Mabbug, Isaac of Nineveh, and
Joseph Hazzaya.
This dissertation has also yielded interesting questions for future research into two fields:
a narrower field, John of Apamea himself, and a broader one, virtue ethics. Further research on
the Dialogues can ask if and in what way John may be considered a virtue ethicist or a
eudaimonist. The answer is not evident because, for John, the purpose of moral life is not to
acquire virtue, which is naturally present in the soul, but to remove vice in preparation for
receiving true virtue from God. Along these same lines, it is not obvious whether John is a
eudaimonist. Eudaimonism is understood here as the belief that virtue is conducive to and/or
constitutive of one’s happiness or flourishing. For example, may scholars consider Aristotle and
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Aquinas to fall in this category. Aquinas proposes that man has a twofold end: a natural end and
a supernatural end. Not unlike the Solitary, Aquinas considers that the perfect happiness of man
resides in the eternal beatitude with God. Yet, unlike the Solitary, he also accords great
importance to temporal happiness. It is unclear whether the Solitary would fit in this category
because, on the one hand, he attributes some individual and social benefits to moral growth,
thereby connecting virtue to some form of excellence and “flourishing.” But, at the same time, it
is not to earthly human flourishing or happiness that his ascetical therapy leads the person but to
the love and knowledge of God in the Other World—a life, which John insists is, nonetheless,
full of joy. In short, the question is whether John’s overemphasis on eternal joy at the expense of
earthly happiness disqualifies him from being a eudaimonist.
Moreover, one can examine more closely the relationship between grace and human
effort in moral growth, and if the categories of acquired and infused virtues apply to John’s
understanding of virtue. This is a valid question, especially since John alludes to the importance
of assiduity, or habit formation, in developing virtuous behavior, while emphasizing the
ubiquitous role of Divine grace in moral growth. Lastly, a more thorough excavation of John’s
sources is needed, not only the Greek sources to which the present dissertation has pointed, but
also Syriac and Antiochene sources. It is not immediately evident that Aphrahat and Ephrem
have been a major influence on John’s thought but there certainly are traces of the theology of
Theodore of Mopsuestia on John’s anthropology and eschatology. 1

1

Hansbury has already expressed the need for such a research on Theodore’s influence on John and
suggested certain topics such as baptism, hope, and eschatology. See Mary Hansbury, introduction to John the
Solitary on the Soul, by John the Solitary, Texts from Christian Late Antiquity 32 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press,
2013), xviii–xxv.
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As for the second, broader field of virtue ethics, this dissertation opens a debate on the
place of the ascetic tradition, be it Syriac or Greek, in modern virtue ethics. On the one hand,
ascetic writers such as Evagrius and the Solitary have focused more on removing vice than on
the acquisition of virtue. It is, therefore, unsurprising that few virtue ethicists turn to such authors
for inspiration. But, on the other hand, any discussion of moral and character formation that does
not address the impact of vice on acquiring virtue may be missing a step, to say the least.
In fact, the removal of vice receives little attention in modern scholarship on the
cultivation of virtue. 2 This gives the impression that virtue ethicists believe that, either the
individual being formed is a moral tabula rasa upon which one can simply build virtue; or that,
if said individual had pre-existing vices, then cultivating virtuous habits automatically eliminates
entrenched vicious one. In the first case, virtue ethics contributes little to those who suffer from
vice. In the second case, virtue ethics says little about the disruptive impact of vice on acquiring
virtue, according to the prevalent habit-formation model. However, if the Solitary is correct, then
these processes are distinct and complementary: Removing vice precedes, and clears the way for,
the acquisition of virtue. Paul Scherz makes a similar point in Science and the Christian Ethics,
namely, that the Aristotelian model of virtue acquisition by habituation is insufficient and needs

2

For examples of recent collections on cultivating virtue, see Nancy E. Snow, ed., Cultivating Virtue:
Perspectives from Philosophy, Theology, and Psychology (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2015);
Julia Annas, ed., Developing the Virtues: Integrating Perspectives (New York NY: Oxford University Press, 2016).
None of the twelve essays in the first book or the thirteen essays in the second book substantially addresses the
dynamic between removing vice and acquiring virtue.
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to be supplemented with the Stoic model of the practices of conversion to rid the self of its
vices. 3
More concretely, the modern view appears to be that a person becomes, for example,
courageous by repeatedly acting courageously in order to engrain courageous habits in her mind.
This process works well when the person only needs to acquire a new good habit, without having
to struggle with an existing vicious habit of cowardice. In behavioral terms, she only needs to
learn a new behavior without having to “unlearn” or extinguish the opposite behavior. Her virtue
acquisition process consists of one step.
But suppose a person has acquired the habit of acting with cowardice and tends, for
instance, when she witnesses a mugging, to run away and not help the mugged person (assuming
it is prudent to do so). The question here would be, does this person need, first, to learn to inhibit
her cowardly impulse to run away in order to be subsequently able to learn to intervene
courageously and help the mugged person? Or can she directly learn to act courageously? More
generally, can people with pre-existing vices start directly cultivating the opposite virtues by
repeatedly acting virtuously, or must they, first, inhibit their tendencies to act viciously, and then
learn the virtuous behavior?
If it is the case that cultivating virtue in the person with pre-existing vice is a two-step
process, then, it would be beneficial to develop a “vice ethics,” alongside a virtue ethics, to
propose the best methods and techniques to remove vice. This is where the insights from the

3

Scherz, Science and Christian Ethics, 199. “The Stoics as discussed in Foucault’s work explain the
importance of conversion for virtue ethics, conversion wrought through an inbreaking of truth that shows the
distortions of the current knowledge of self and world and of the possibility of a different way of being. It is a
conversion brought to fruition through extensive work on the self.”
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Christian ascetic tradition can be illuminating, especially by setting the theological framework
for such an ethics. As for the techniques of vice removal, ascetic writings can be supplemented
by discoveries from behavioral sciences, especially the science of behavior extinction which
aims precisely at helping the person “unlearn” certain maladaptive behaviors or habits. 4 The
assumption here is that the techniques of behavior extinction apply to vice as efficiently as
extinguishing non-moral behavior.
Finally, these avenues of research can richly contribute to modern scholarship by offering
the valuable insights of John the Solitary of Apamea, which have been largely unexplored in
virtue ethics and, albeit to a lesser degree, even in Syriac studies. Hopefully, this dissertation has
served as a reminder and signpost directing scholarly attention to this astute fifth-century scholar,
psychologist, and theologian.

4
Psychologist and behavioral scientist, Michael P. Domjan, sums up best the complementarity and
distinction between learning new behavior and inhibiting old responses:

It is common to think about learning as involving the acquisition of new behavior. Indeed, we learn new
responses when we learn to read, ride a bicycle, or play a musical instrument. However, learning can also
consist of the decrease or loss of a previously performed response. A child, for example, may learn to not
cross the street when the traffic light is red, to not grab food from someone else’s plate, and to not yell and
shout when someone is trying to take a nap. Learning to withhold or inhibit responses is just as important
as learning to make responses, if not more so. Michael Domjan and James W. Grau, Principles of Learning
and Behavior, 7th ed. (Stamford, CT: Cengage Learning, 2015), 2.
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