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The Eight Thoughts: Spiritual 
Direction with Evagrius and  

John Cassian - Part VII                        
Acedia: The Noon Day Demon                                       

For a full year, each month there will appear in this Newsletter a new 
article for what will eventually become a multi-chapter booklet entitled 
“The Eight Thoughts: Spiritual Direction with Evagrius and John 
Cassian.” In the end, I hope it will be a resource for progress towards 
purity of heart in the Christian life of all who read it!                                 
Fr. Paul Rivard+

Acedia is a word that always requires explanation. 
Even when John Cassian introduced it to the Western world 
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A Prayer For Our 
Country 

Almighty God, who hast given 
us this good land for our 
heritage; We humbly beseech 
thee that we may always prove 
ourselves a people mindful of 
thy favor and glad to do thy 
will. Bless our land with 
honorable industry, sound 
learning, and pure manners. 
Save us from violence, discord, 
and confusion; from pride and 
arrogancy, and from every evil 
way. Defend our liberties, and 
fashion into one united people 
the multitudes brought hither 
out of many kindreds and 
tongues. Endue with the spirit 
of wisdom those to whom in 
thy Name we entrust the 
authority of government, that 
there may be justice and peace 
at home, and that, through 
obedience to thy law, we may 
show forth thy praise among 
the nations of the earth. In the 
time of prosperitty, fill our 
hearts with thankfulness, and in 
the day of trouble, suffer not 
our trust in thee to fail; all 
which we ask through Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen.  (BCP 
p.36)
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in the fifth century, he had to explain it as a word that the 
Greeks used to refer to a “wearied or anxious heart.” In 
modern language we more often use the words despondency, 
restlessness, or even despair. In the seventh century, 
Gregory the Great changed the “eight thoughts” of Evagrius 
and Cassian into the Seven Deadly Sins; and when he did so, 
he combined sadness and acedia together into sloth. 
Consequently sloth is part of the reason that hardly anyone 
bothers to learn the word acedia! But words have meaning, 
and there was something lost in the translation of acedia 
into sloth. 

It is a 
subtle 
difference, 
but consider 
that a 
slothful 
person 
might be 
quite 
pleased with 
how little 
labor they had to do in a given day. Some people love to be 
lazy. No one loves to be despondent. Some people love to be 
sad. No one loves to be restless. Acedia is different than 
sadness or sloth.

Evagrius of Pontus, writing about the experience of 
solitary monks in the Egyptian desert of the fourth century, 
comments, “The demon of acedia, also called the noonday 
demon (Ps 91:6), is the most oppressive of all the demons. 
He attacks the monk about the fourth hour (10 A.M.) and 
besieges his soul until the eighth hour (2 P.M.) … he makes it 
appear that the sun moves slowly or not at all, and that the 
day seems to be fifty hours long” (Praktikos VI.12). The 
anxious monk stares at the door of his room waiting for 
visitors, and jumps to look out the window for a companion 
at the sound of rustling leaves. He ruminates over his 
distaste for his surroundings. He rehearses in his mind 
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- Jim Wofford -      
Rest in Peace 

Very suddenly, just over a week 
ago, Jim Wofford passed away 
peacefully at his home in 
Fountain Inn. Though his body 
had given him many troubles 
over the past few years, it was 
a truly unexpected death and a 
true shock to Janice and the 
rest of the parish.  

 Our prayers ascend to God 
on behalf of the soul of Jim 
and for the comfort of Janice 
and the Woffords’ extended 
family.  

Rest eternal grant unto them O 
Lord, and let light perpetual 
shine upon them. May the 
souls of the faithful departed, 
through the mercy of God, rest 
in peace. Amen. 

 Since most were not able to 
attend the funeral because of 
COVID-19 restrictions, those 
who would like to hear at least 
the sermon that was preached 
at that service may find it 
posted on our website under 
“Sermons.” It will remain there 
for a few weeks. 
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about how other places are better. The weather is better, the 
accommodations are better, the people are better and more 
holy, everything is more conducive to prayer and to 
salvation - somewhere else.

Cassian continues with the description Evagrius began 
saying, “Thereupon he says he cannot be saved if he remains 
in that place. He must leave his [circumstance] and get away 
from it as quickly as he can, for he will perish if he stays in 
it any longer.” (Institutes 10.2). He is listless and yearning for 
food, yet the food does not satisfy. He becomes convinced 
that he must go out and busy himself with activities other 
than his actual 
calling, his 
actual duty. 
Escape is the 
fatal flaw, for “… 
the adversary 
will the more 
frequently and 
harshly try a 
person whom he 
knows … hopes 
for safety not in victory or in struggle but in flight.” The 
soldier of Christ soon becomes accustomed to being a 
“fugitive and a deserter” (Institutes 10.3) and is all the more 
assaulted because of fleeing from his simple calling to stay 

put and diligently serve his Lord.
You may have caught on to the paradoxical nature of acedia already. That is, acedia can 

manifest in two ways that appear totally different. On the one hand, acedia can look like 
inactivity, while on the other, acedia looks like incessant busyness. 

In terms of idleness of body, we usually understand that there is a problem when someone 
close to us just stares at the wall all day. Blank inactivity is a dead give away that despondency has 
set in. We often try to get a person in that state to come out with us and to “do something.” But 
not all stillness is idleness. Evagrius and Cassian write to monks whose very calling “is nothing 
other than the vision and contemplation of that divine purity which is more excellent than 
anything else and which can be acquired only by silence, by remaining in one’s own 
[circumstance], and by meditation” (Institutes 10.3). Staring despondently at the wall and earnestly 
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Virtual Baby 
Shower for the 

Harrisons 

On Easter Day, Samuel and 
Allison Harrison welcomed 
their second son Peter into the 
world; and a few weeks later, 
he was baptized into the family 
of God.                                        

In lieu of an in-person baby 
shower, if you would like to 
bless the Harrison family with a 
gift for this new little life, you 
may bring it to church and 
place it in the choir room or 
mail a card to their home 
address which was emailed 
out this week to the parish.  
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praying are both accomplished by a people who sit still. 
People who are being honest about their experience readily 
tell the difference. 

Prayer and contemplation of God often involves a 
herculean struggle to resist getting up and doing something 
else. The victor in that struggle manages to sit still. Acedia 
often involves sitting still, but the mind and soul are not 
following a deep discipline of prayer, but rather a thin 
scattering of rumination over personal failures and despair. 
The defeated soul has resigned himself to sit still while the 
mind is ever restlessly shifting. But the restless soul often 
does not allow the body to sit still. 

In the case of a busybody, outer activity hides idleness 
in the soul. Since we are not monastics, we defend ourselves 
by saying about our active lives that it is required of us to 
buzz around the town like bees each day, or to pursue 

incessant company and conversation to fill vacant hours. After all, that’s what normal, active, 
healthy people do. They buzz. 

In fact, the busier we are, the more evident 
it is to others that we are valuable members of the 
community! Our busyness proves to others and 
ourselves that we overflow with vitality and that we 
are truly alive! Nevertheless, the idle soul of a 
busybody is despondent about the pursuit of God. 
Acedia will at times have you slavishly pursuing 
everything and anything except what you know you 
ought to be doing. The unbalanced preference for 
distraction and diversion, which is common to 
acedia, is akin to procrastination, but beneath all the 
movement is often anger about one’s current 
situation, longing for circumstances that are not, 
and despair about life.

A spiritual strategy against the noonday 
demon of acedia involves diligence concerning both the inner life and moderation concerning our 
outer activity. Cassian drew from Saint Paul when developing instructions on how to battle acedia 
on these two fronts. Saint Paul issued two key instructions upon hearing that some of the 
Thessalonian church had become idle busybodies (1 Thess. 4:11, 2 Thess. 3:11-12). 
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Did You Know? 

That on July 3, Fr. Paul will 
have been ordained to the 
priesthood for 10 years (8 at 
St. George’s)? 

That the House of Bishops 
has issued a statement 
regarding the death of 
George Floyd which is 
posted on the APA website?  

That the St. George family has 
remained exceptionally 
faithful in tithes and offerings 
during the coronavirus 
austerities?
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First, try to be quiet. Simple. There is edification in 
conversation, but you know the difference between fruitful 
communication and wasting time. Some long conversations 
are an outward manifestation of an inward hopelessness that 
cries out, “Please! Don’t leave me alone with myself!” It 
takes fortitude to admit that another hour long 
conversation about how everyone in the universe is doing, 
or even about how distant 
you feel from God, really 
ought to be replaced with 
15 minutes of concerted 
effort in silent prayer and 
meditation. 

Second, do your 
own work. Pursue your 
own affairs. Saint Paul 
even says, “work with 
your hands.” Do your 
laundry. Pay your bills. Get the oil changed. Don’t run 
around town all day if you can help it, but recognize that a 
balanced cooperation of prayer and work is the best 
circumstance for both monastics and regular people alike. 

The twofold strategy of quieting your soul and 
accomplishing work in moderation will be a very 
disappointing prescription to some who hope for a silver 
bullet, for it is here that the struggle against the “noon day 
demon” of acedia returns to square one. It may be argued 
that saying “Do your work” to someone who is despondent 
is like saying “Be happy” to someone who is sad. The fact 
that good work is not being done is a symptom of the 
deeper problem and just commanding the symptom to go 
away does not get at the root problem. Or does it? 

I remember complaining to a monk at Mepkin Abbey about my distracted prayer life and 
having him instruct me to set aside 20 minutes in both the morning and the evening for silent 
meditation. My problem was that I was having trouble praying, and his solution was for me to 
pray more. I was very aggravated to receive that prescription for my deep internal woes. My 
woes, that I thought were so deep, and so intricate, and so complex, and so inescapable, and so 
inevitable, and that had me bound in cords of despair so serpentine that nothing short of a 
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Prayer and Work - A balanced 
strategy against acedia. 

 

COVID-19: Back to 
Normal. When?  

Almost as soon as we were 
able to last month, St. George’s 
re-opened with various safety 
protocols put in place to 
mitigate the risks of COVID-19. 
We were one of the first APA 
parishes to be able to both 
open and admit more than 10 
in the congregation.  

The call has recently arisen to 
immediately return everything 
back to normal. It must be 
pointed out, however, that 
while some have felt restrained 
by social distancing measures, 
a number of our church family 
have not yet returned at all 
because of the risk. While 
removing all measures now 
will please some it will further 
isolate others in the church 
family. Our current mode is not 
permanent, and in the coming 
months the return to normal 
will continue to be gradual.  
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miracle could untie them. And here comes the retreat master ignoring all that and saying “pray 
more.” I was incensed, until one day I realized he was asking me the same funny question that 
Jesus once asked a wounded soul to whom He reached out: “Do you want to be well?”

You may be despondent because you were sad, sad because you were angry, and angry 
because you didn’t get what you want in life - yes, yes, it is a tangled web - but do you want to be 
well?  If the real answer is “no,” then you can stop reading these chapters on the “eight thoughts!” 
You can even stop having long conversations about feeling distant from God! It’s a charade! You 
don’t want to be well! But if the 
answer is yes, our Lord says “Rise, 
take up your bed and walk” (John 
5:6-8).

Evagrius and Cassian took 
one thing for granted in their many 
instructions: that the Christians to 
whom they wrote truly wanted to be 
well. If you want to be well, then 
there is hope. Hope is the antidote 
for despondency, but that hope 
cannot be flimsy or naive. 

Saint Paul has a simple 
message to those who are idle, who 
avoid important work and are 
nevertheless busy with everything 
else, who can’t seem to be quiet or tolerate quiet, who are resisting and avoiding and starving the 
hope that remains in them, who are unwilling to risk frustration and yet are frustrated as a result. 
He is saying that if you want to be well, stop resisting being well. Take up your mat and walk.

Our Lord has promised us, “You will experience tribulation in this world” (John 16:33). 
Evagrius claims that of all the tribulations, acedia is “the most oppressive” because it often strikes 
at someone who is bound by a tangle of unaddressed issues (greed, anger, sadness). Bound by 
acedia, one may feel too weak to heed the command to stand up. But if you can simply answer 
our Lord by saying that indeed you do want to be well, then you have hope. Our Lord Jesus 
Christ promises that we will have tribulation in this world, and our hope may falter because of 
that. May the despondent take to heart the next words of the Son of God which strengthen 
shaking knees and bolster the faltering. Set your heart to quiet prayer, and your hands to diligent 
work despite the downward pull of the world, for Jesus says, “… be of good cheer, I have 
overcome the world” (John 16:33).  
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