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The Eight Thoughts: Spiritual 
Direction with Evagrius and  

John Cassian - Part X                        
Epilogue: Of Pharisees and Publicans                                      
For a full year, each month there has appeared 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.” With this last installment, I hope it has been a resource for 
progress towards purity of heart in the Christian life of all who read it!                                 
Fr. Paul Rivard+

These chapters on the “Eight Thoughts” were 
composed for (and hopefully read by) a congregation of 
traditional Anglican parishioners. One might logically ask, 
“Why are you writing about ancient spiritual literature 
composed over 1000 years prior to anything having to do 
with the particulars of traditional Anglicanism?” It may be 
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New Nominations 
Needed 

     It is right about that time 
again for the parish to begin 
nominating members for 
service on the Vestry. Vestry 
members serve for three years 
as representatives of the parish 
and as administrators of the 
business of the church. The 
Vestry Manual published by the 
APA states that the primary 
tasks of the Vestry are to be 
sure that the church building is 
cared for, that the parish funds 
are administered properly, and 
to see that the parish has a 
rector who is paid and given all 
he needs to fully function in 
that role.  

     This year, Jack Bowdle and 
Perry Patterson are coming to 
the end of their terms and two 
new candidates will need to be 
elected. Please consider 
nominating someone or 
perhaps consider accepting a 
nomination yourself!

http://StGeorgeAPA.org
http://StGeorgeAPA.org
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pointed out that the typical Anglican parishioner is already 
surrounded by liturgy and densely theological worship 
practices that aren’t fully understood and which call out for 
explanation. Why not write about those things? Good 
question. The answer is that we must keep a proper balance 
between the pursuit of what we ought to know and the 
pursuit of what we ought to be.

In Jesus’ parable about the Pharisee and the Publican 
(Luke 18:9-14), we see that our Lord is pleased with the 
Publican but rejects the Pharisee. The central difference 
between the two figures is not the righteousness of one over 
the other, but rather, that one is aware of the real spiritual 
situation and the other exists in a false spiritual reality of his 
own creation. The false spiritual world of the Pharisee was 
allowed to develop in his own context of years of high 
theological education, liturgical practices, centuries-old 
tradition, and endless scripture studies. That fictional 
Pharisee was roundly condemned by Jesus in this parable, 
just as actual Pharisees, or “set apart ones,” were confronted 
elsewhere (Mark 9:7-9). In both settings, these were 
confronted for having laid aside the commandments of God 
in order to 
hold to their 
own tradition. 

Now, 
both the 
Pharisee and 
the Publican 
had sin to 
confess and 
needed 
spiritual 
direction to 
make progress. 
The Publican, 
by reputation 
at least, had succumbed to greed. As we have learned about 
the progression of “thoughts,” one could imagine he had 
also slid towards anger, and even perhaps sadness and 
acedia. But he had taken the first step towards progress by 
acknowledging the real situation and defying the “tradition” 
of publicans to be unrepentant sinners. He was a sinful man 
before a holy God. The right response was confession. 
Conversion, repentance, and progress were now possible 
because of his humility. One may safely assume that he was 
ready to learn about spiritual strategy against the enemy and 
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Bible Studies and 
Sunday School 

Return! 

     In the month of September, 
Saint George’s will return to 
Sunday School for adults and 
children along with three 
weekly Bible studies. Sunday 
School will resume on 
September 13 at 10 AM with a 

few noticeable differences. 
First, the parish hall will be set 
up to accommodate overflow 
seating for the 11AM service 
and so there will be rows of 
seats rather than tables. Also, 
the children will meet in the 
front of the parish hall in the 
large makeshift classroom, as 
the temporary wall has been 
moved into place.  

     The Monday Morning 
Women’s Bible Study will 
resume on Sept. 21 at 10 AM 
as per usual; but to assure 
room for social distance, there 
will be a new arrangement for 
the Wednesday Women’s 
Bible Study, as they will 
meet at 1:15 PM rather than 
7 PM. The Men’s Bible Study 
will meet at 7 PM on 
Wednesdays as usual. This 
change will allow classes to 
spread out in the parish hall. 
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against his own sinful “thoughts.”
For the Pharisee, his vast knowledge and expertise 

concerning tradition had not served him well. In fact, a 
constant focus on secondary things had removed him from 
the primary concern of following the simplest 
commandment of God. Any self-respecting Pharisee could 
recite the primary law of all laws, “And thou shalt love the 
LORD thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with all thy might” (Deut. 6:5) and yet it was the 
Pharisee’s own “self-respect” that became the obstacle to his 
obeying that law. He had obeyed the “tradition” of acting 
like an arrogant Pharisee, unaware of his own sinful self-
love.

Clergy joke that it takes ten years to become an 
Anglican. By this they mean that there are so many 
questions to answer concerning liturgy, history, theology, 
polity, and the like that it feels like a decade before the 
typical convert runs out of questions. But sometimes the 
questions need to 
wait. For we have all 
known some expert 
in religion, some real 
question answerer 
who allowed their 
exalted expertise to 
be their substitute for 
personal holiness. 
Worse, their sharp 
wit prevented others 
from daring to 
question any moral 
contradictions on 
display in their lives.  

Now, there is no 
award for the “Least Knowledgable Anglican.” But when a 
clergyman or layperson can recite the Prayer Book liturgy by 
heart and banter masterfully about Anglican history while 
continuing without even the foggiest idea of how to get a 
handle on their anger, their gluttony, their pride, or their 
despair, then something has gone dangerously wrong. 
Intellectual knowledge and expertise are useful tools, but 
they must be humbly submitted to God to be used for His 
kingdom. The Pharisee was useless for the kingdom. He 
knew everything but “prayed thus with himself ” (Luke 18:11). 
The Publican, who went on his way justified, had the 

3

Fine, thanks.        
And You?  

       As our parish continues to 
forge ahead amidst the 
uncertainty of our times, it is 
important for us to continue to 
remain in contact with each 
other and to keep eyes and 
ears open for opportunities to 
help one another. There are 
more than two or three who 
are suffering silently for one 
reason or another and it never 
hurts to get a call from 
someone just saying hello! 

     In terms of the church, while 
during the pandemic the 
parish is running on a skeleton 
crew of acolytes, church 
cleaners, altar guild workers, 
and other volunteers, 
remember that volunteerism 
will need to increase again 
before long. If you have 
stepped back from parish work 
but are cautiously willing to 
begin again, or if you are ready 
to take on something new, let 
your voice be heard!  

Feedback ! 

     While we hope that there is 
no feedback from the lapel 
microphone Fr. Paul will wear 
on Sept.13 as we broadcast 
from the nave/sanctuary to the 
parish hall, it will be helpful to 
receive feedback from you 
concerning the new 
arrangements for “overflow” 
seating in the parish hall. Let 
Fr. Paul or one of the Vestry 
hear concerns or new ideas.  
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potential to be led away from the tax booth to become another Saint Matthew. In short, Jesus 
indicates that it is more worthwhile to develop spiritual health than expertise in religion. It is 
better to make progress in what we ought to be, than progress in what we ought to know. In the 
end, it is the spiritually healthy who are most likely to use religious expertise to bear lasting fruit 
anyway. 
        But why Evagrius and Cassian? I will concede, here in the last chapter of this work, that 
Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian are not the most well-known historical figures of the 

Church. Consequently, the “eight thoughts” are also a little 
obscure. If a person has never encountered for themselves 
the writings of the ancient Church, it is probably better to 
begin with something like The Confessions of Saint 
Augustine. Now there is a name that everyone knows and a 
book that, as the first autobiography in history, really ought 
to be read first. 

In reading The Confessions, it is common for readers to 
be astounded at how familiar St. Augustine’s personal story 
is. St. Augustine, this great saint of the Western Church 
and contemporary of Evagrius and Cassian, was writing 
about things like how displeased his mom was with him for 
having a live-in girlfriend and how difficult it was for him to 
give up that illicit relationship. Sixteen centuries ago, 

moms prayed for their sons to straighten up and go to 
church! The Confessions is filled with anecdotes about conversion to which many modern 
Christians can still relate. In the same way that The Confessions is encouraging for its familiarity, 
we learn in the writings of Evagrius and Cassian just how 
universal the struggles of the devout Christian have always been. 
The writings of Evagrius and Cassian are all about how to live as 
a Christian once you have converted to Christ - and readers 
often have the same astounding realization about how relatable 
are the experiences of Christians, both ancient and modern. 

Now, you may have been keen enough on your own to 
recognize, as Evagrius and Cassian did, that when greed is 
allowed to settle in, your mind spawns anger and that same anger 
always leads to sadness. Nevertheless, there is something 
comforting about recognizing that you are not the only one 
susceptible to such a digression, and rather, that it has always 
been this way. 

Sixteen centuries ago, these two contemporaries of St. 
Augustine were joining him in encouraging Christians to confess 
sin, convert to Christ, and get wise to the enemy’s strategies. I 
hope equally that modern Publicans might be helped to fight 
against their greed, and that modern Pharisees might be helped to combat their vainglory and 
pride. I hope these chapters have provided spiritual insight to help readers make real progress in 
things that matter to God - progress that would please our Lord.  

4

    St. Monica - St. Augustine’s Mother
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And Finally, the Disclaimer 

Normally, if a disclaimer was to be made regarding 
intellectual content, the warning would come at the 
beginning. I confess to you that I have left a disclaimer until 
the end of these chapters, and have done so on purpose. 
Now, the central element of the legacy of Evagrius and 
Cassian rests upon their spiritual insight rather than their 
genius in systematic theology. It is those spiritual insights 
that we have mined for here in these preceding chapters. 
However, the disclaimer is this: Evagrius of Pontus’ works 
are thought to have been condemned by the Church after 
his death. Also, John Cassian’s works became tangled up in 
controversy 150 years after their publication. 

As for Evagrius, while he was 
never named in any official 
condemnation of the Church, he 
espoused theological positions that 
were along the lines of the 
controversial ancient theologian 
Origen. For many years, Evagrius’ 
works were burned in the attempt to 
eliminate Origen’s ideas about the pre-
existence of human souls and of the 
universal salvation of all creation. 
Much of Evagrius’ work was 
preserved, however, by those who 
translated his work into languages 
other than Greek and who attributed 
those translations to non-controversial figures. 

There has been a resurgence of interest in Evagrius in 
the last century since many of his best works have 
resurfaced and been translated from Syriac and Armenian 

along with other languages in which they were preserved. Sufficed to say, Evagrius is not valued 
by most for his superior theology (or “cosmology” specifically) but for having composed the first 
real psychology of the Christian life - an answer to the question of what it is actually like to be an 
earnest Christ-follower walking the Lord’s straight and narrow path.

As for Cassian, in an era of the 6th century, when it was feared that a resurgence of the 
Pelagian heresy might take hold, some of John Cassian’s words were interpreted as sympathetic 
to that heresy. In “Conference 13” of The Conferences, Cassian seems to assert that human beings 
could begin an ascent to God by their own effort rather than by God’s grace. He speaks in 
countless other places of humanity’s dependence upon grace, but those few lines put a 
permanent mark beside his name in the Latin-speaking world. There was no effort to rid the 
world of his two main works (The Institutes and The Conferences), but as a result of the “Semi-
Pelagian” controversy, the Western Church never recognized Cassian as a saint as the East did.
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Blessing of the 
Animals - October 3 

     Each year, as close to the 
Feast Day of St. Francis of 
Assisi as possible, our parish 
holds a Blessing of the 
Animals. This is an outdoor 
event that has been a joy to 
our parishioners and to pet-
loving friends and family alike. 
If you have a pet that you 
would like to have blessed, 
there will be a sign-up sheet 
posted in the hallway to fill out 
so a certificate can be made 
for little Fluffy or Spot. The 
event will begin at 10 AM and 
last about 30 min. 
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