Sfintii Parinti ai spiritualitatii ortodoxe

INTRODUCERE

III. CUM SA NU II CITIM PE SFINTII PARINTI

S-A SPUS INDEAJUNS pentru a arata seriozitatea si sobrietatea cu care trebuie a se apropia cineva de studiul Sfintilor Parinti. Dar obiceiul de capatai al usoarei-cugetari din omul veacului al 20-lea, de a nu trata cu seriozitate chiar si cele mai solemne subiecte, de a se „juca cu ideile” – ceea ce fac acum cei ce studiaza in universitati – face necesar sa ne uitam mai indeaproape la niste greseli obisnuite ale crestinilor ortodocsi cu numele, in studiile sau invataturile lor asupra Sfintilor Parinti. Va fi necesar sa citam aici nume si publicatii pentru a cunoaste cu exactitate cursele in care multi au cazut deja. Aceasta analiza ne va ingadui sa vedem mai cu claritate cum nu trebuie sa ne apropiem de Sfintii Parinti.
INTAIA CURSA: DILETANTISMUL
Aceasta cursa, in care cad de obicei cei mai usor-cugetatori dintre cei interesati de teologia sau spiritualitatea ortodoxa, este cea mai vadita in intrunirile „ecumenice” din tot felul de conferinte, „tabere de retragere” si a celor asemenea. Astfel de intruniri sunt o specialitate a Fratiei Engleze a Sf. Alban si Serghie, fapt ce se reflecta in ziarul ei, Sobornost. Aici putem citi, de exemplu, intr-un discurs despre Parintii Pustiei, al unui presupus cleric ortodox, „Parintii pustiei pot juca un rol extrem de important pentru noi. Ei pot fi, pentru noi toti, un minunat loc de intalnire ecumenica.” [1] Poate vorbitorul fi intr-atat de naiv incat sa nu stie ca Parintele pe care doreste sa-l studieze, ca si toti Sfintii Parinti, ar fi ingrozit sa afle ca vorbele sale sunt folosite spre a-i invata pe heterodocsi arta rugaciunii? Este una din regulile de politete la astfel de adunari „ecumenice” ca heterodocsii sa nu fie informati ca intaia cerinta pentru studiul Parintilor este a avea aceeasi credinta cu Parintii Ortodoxiei. Fara indeplinirea acestei cerinte prealabile, intreaga povatuire in rugaciune si in invatatura duhovniceasca este doar o inselare, un mijloc de a-l lasa in continuare pe ascultatorul heterodox in greselile lui. Nu este un lucru drept fata de ascultator; este lipsit de seriozitate din partea vobitorului; este exact felul de a nu incepe studiul sau predarea Sfintilor Parinti.
In acelasi periodic, se poate citi despre un „pelerinaj in Britania”, unde un grup de protestanti au participat la serviciile diferitelor secte si apoi la o Liturghie Ortodoxa, la care „Parintele a tinut un discurs foarte clar si luminator asupra temei Euharistiei” (Sobornost, Vara, 1969, pag. 680). Fara indoiala ca Parintele i-a citat pe Sfintii Parinti in discursul sau – dar nu a adus intelegere ascultatorilor; doar i-a incurcat si mai mult, ingaduindu-le acum sa creada ca Ortodoxia este doar inca una din sectele ce le-au vizitat, si ca dogma ortodoxa a Euharistiei ii poate ajuta la mai buna intelegere a slujbelor lor luterane sau anglicane. Intr-o relatare a unei „tabere ecumenice” din aceasi numar (pag. 684), gasim un rezultat al propovaduirii „teologiei ortodoxe” in astefel de conditii. Dupa participarea la o liturghie ortodoxa, participantii au luat parte la un „slujba baptista de impartasire”, care a fost „o gura de aer proaspat”. „Invioratoare a fost indeosebi scurta predica despre bucuria Invierii. Unii dintre noi stiu ca Biserica Ortodoxa a gasit acelasi adevar exprimat acolo si am fost bucurosi sa il gasim si intr-o slujba baptista.” Ortodocsii care incurajeaza un asemenea diletantism lipsit de simt au uitat, fara de indoiala, porunca Scripturii: Nu va aruncati perlele inaintea porcilor.
De curand, aceeasi Asociatie a sporit in diletantism, urmand ultimei mode intelectuale, aceea ce a include conferinte despre Sufism si alte traditii religioase ne-crestine, care probabil imbogatesc „spiritualitatea” ascultatorilor in acelasi fel in care a facut-o Ortodoxia pana acum.
Aceeasi atitudine duhovniceasca corupta poate fi vazuta, la un nivel mai sofisticat, in „declaratiile comune” provenite din „consultari ale teologilor”, fie ca sunt intre ortodocsi si romano-catolici, ortodocsi si anglicani, sau altele asemenea. Aceste „caderi de acord”, asupra unor subiecte precum „Euharistia” sau „natura Bisericii” sunt, iarasi, un exercitiu de politete „ecumenica” ce nici macar nu sugereaza heterodocsilor (daca „teologii ortodocsi” prezenti au habar de aceasta) ca, indiferent de definitia asupra careia se va „cadea de acord”, a unor astfel de realitati, heterodocsilor, fiind fara experienta vietuirii in Biserica lui Hristos, le lipseste prin urmare realitatea. Astfel de „teologi” nu ezita chiar sa cauta o „intelegere” asupra insesi spiritualitatii, unde, mai presus decat in orice alta parte, imposibilitatea vreunei intelegeri ar trebui sa fie extrem de vadita.  Cei ce pot crede, asa cum declara „Mesajul” oficial al „Simpozionului ortodox-cistercian” (Oxford, 1973), ca intre monahii romano-catolici, ortodocsi si anglicani exista o „unitate profunda, ca membrii ai comunitatilor monastice ce provin din sanul unor traditii diferite ale Bisericii”, cu siguranta gandesc potrivit intelepciunii stricate a lumii acesteia si a obiceiurilor ei „ecumenice”, si nu conform traditiei ortodoxe monastice si spirituale, care este stricta in staruinta ei asupra puritatii credintei. Telul lumesc si tonul unor asemenea „dialoguri” este evident intr-un raport asupra aceluiasi simpozion, ce indica ca „dialogul” acesta urmeaza sa fie largit pentru a include monahismul necrestin, fapt ce va ingadui „monahismul nostru crestin comun... sa se identifice intr-un mod real cu monahismul budhismului si al hinduismului”[2]. Oricat de sofisticati se cred participantii la acest simpozion, diletantismul lor este egal celui al laicilor protestanti ce sunt incantati atat de serviciul de comuniune baptist, cat si de liturghia ortodoxa.
Iarasi, se poate citi, intr-un periodic „ortodox”, o relatare a unui „Institut ecumenic asupra spiritualitatii” (catolic-protestant-ortodox) tinut la seminarul Sf. Vladimir in New York, in 1969, unde a fost tinuta o prelegere de catre profesorul ortodox „cu minte deschisa” Nicholas Arseniev, asupra spiritualitatii crestine a Rasaritului si a Apusului. Un preot ortodox o descrie astfel: „Una din cele mai socante declaratii ale profesorului a fost ca deja exista o unitate crestina in sfintii tuturor traditiilor crestine. Ar fi interesant de dezvoltat implicatiile ei, pentru o cura a diviziunilor doctrinale si institutionale ce exista in mod clar”[3]. Devierile doctrinare ale ecumenistilor „ortodocsi” sunt indeajuns de rele, dar cand se ajunge la spiritualitate, se pare ca nu exista limite asupra a ceea ce poate fi spus sau crezut – un indiciu a cat de indepartata si de vaga a devenit traditia si experienta spiritualitatii ortodoxe autentice, pentru „teologii ortodocsi” de azi. Un studiu real si serios de „spiritualitate comparata” ar putea fi intr-adevar facut, dar nu va da nastere nicicand unei „declaratii comune”. Sa luam numai un exemplu: intaiul exemplu de „spiritualitate apuseana” citat de Dr. Arseniev – si de aproape oricine altcineva – este Francisc de Assisi, care potrivit standardelor spiritualitatii ortodoxe este o pilda clasica de calugar care a ratacit duhovniceaste si a cazut in inselare (prelest), fiind cinstit drept sfant doar din cauza ca Apusul cazuse deja in apostazie si pierduse standardul ortodox al vietii duhovnicesti. In studiul nostru asupra traditiei spirituale ortodoxe din aceasta carte* va fi necesar sa indicam (prin contrast) cu exactitate unde Francisc si „sfintii” apuseni de mai tarziu au ratacit; pentru moment, este suficient sa aratam ca atitudinea ce produce astfel de „institute ecumenice” si „declaratii comune” este in mare masura aceeasi atitudine de diletantism frivol pe care deja am examinat-o mai sus, la un nivel mai popular.
Cauza principala a acestei atitudini patologice spiritual probabil ca nu este atat atitudinea intelectuala gresita a relativismului teologic, ce predomina in cercurile „ecumenice”, cat ceva mai profund, ceva implicat in intreaga personalitate si felul de viata al multora din „crestinii” de astazi. Cineva ar putea zari o frantura din aceasta in comentariul unui student ortodox al „Institutului Ecumenic”, sponsorizat de Consiliul Mondial al Bisericilor la Bossey, Elvetia. Vorbind despre valoarea „intalnirii personale cu atat de multe abordari diferite pe care noi nu le-am experiat pana acum”, el noteaza ca „cele mai bune discutii” (ce se purtau pe tema „evanghelismului”) „au avut loc nu in timpul sedintelor plenare, ci mai degraba atunci cand sedeam in fata semineului, cu un pahar de vin alaturi”[4]. Remarca aceasta deplasata dezvaluie mai mult decat „obisnuitul” vietii contemporane; indica o atitudine cu totul moderna asupra Bisercii, teologiei si practicii ei. Dar aceasta ne aduce la a doua capcana fundamentala pe care trebuie sa o evitam in studiul Sfintilor Parinti.
A DOUA CAPCANA: „TEOLOGIE CU TIGARA”
It is not only "ecumenical" gatherings which can be light-minded and frivolous; one may note precisely the same tone at "Orthodox" conventions and "retreats," and at gatherings of "Orthodox theologians." The Holy Fathers are not always directly involved or discussed in such gatherings, but an awareness of the spirit of such gatherings will prepare us to understand the background which seemingly serious Orthodox Christians bring with them when they begin to study spirituality and theology.

One of the largest "Orthodox" organizations in the United States is the "Federated Russian Orthodox Clubs," consisting chiefly of members of the former Russian-American Metropolia, which has a yearly convention whose activities are quite typical of "Orthodoxy" in America. The October, 1973, issue of The Russian Orthodox Journal is devoted to the Convention of 1973, at which Bishop Dimitry of Hartford told the delegates: "What I see here, and I mean this extremely sincerely, is that the FROC is potentially the greatest spiritual force in all of American Orthodoxy" (p. 18). It is true that a number of clergymen attend the Convention, usually including Metropolitan Ireney, that there are daily religious services, and that there is always a seminar on a religious subject. Significantly, during this year's seminar (entitled, in the "American Orthodox" spirit, "What? Lent Again?"), "questions arose about observing Saturday evening as a preparation period for Sunday. Conflicts arise because American life styles have made Saturday night the 'social night' of the week." One priest who was present gave an Orthodox answer to this, question: "On Saturday evening he advocates attendance at Vespers, confession, and a quiet evening" (p. 28). But for the Convention planners there was quite obviously no "conflict" whatever: they provided (as at every Convention) a Saturday-night dance fully in the "American life-style," and on other nights similar amusements, including a "Teenage Frolic" with a "Rock and Roll band," an imitation gambling casino "with an environment reminiscent of Las Vegas," and some instruction for men in "the 'cultural' art of belly dancing" (p. 24). The pictures accompanying the articles show some of these frivolities, which indeed assure us that "Orthodox" Americans are by no means behind their fellow countrymen in their pursuit of shamelessly inane entertainments—interspersed with solemn photographs of the Divine Liturgy. This mixture of the sacred and the frivolous is considered "normal" in "American Orthodoxy" today; this organization is (let us repeat the bishop's words) "potentially the greatest spiritual force in all of American Orthodoxy." But what spiritual preparation can a person bring to the Divine Liturgy when he has spent the previous evening celebrating the spirit of this world, and has spent many hours during the weekend at totally frivolous entertainments? A sober observer can only reply: Such a person brings the worldly spirit with him, worldliness is the very air he breathes; and therefore for him Orthodoxy itself enters into the "casual" American "life-style." If such a person were to begin reading the Holy Fathers, which speak of a totally different way of life, he would either find them totally irrelevant to his own way of life, or else would be required to distort their teaching in order to make it applicable to his way of life.

Let us look now at a more serious "Orthodox" gathering, where the Holy Fathers are indeed mentioned: the yearly "Conferences" of the "Orthodox Campus Commission." The Fall, 1975, issue of Concern magazine gives a number of photographs of the 1975 Conference, whose aim was entirely "spiritual": the same "casual" spirit, with young ladies in shorts (which puts even the FROC Convention to shame!), and the priest delivering a "main address" with his hand in his pocket... and in such an atmosphere Orthodox Christians discuss such subjects as "The Holy Spirit in the Orthodox Church." The same issue of Concern gives us an insight into what goes on in the minds of such outwardly "casual" people. A new "women's liberation" column (with a title so deliberately vulgar that we need not repeat it here) is edited by a smart young convert: "When I converted to Orthodoxy, I felt that I was aware of most of the problems that I would meet in the Church. I knew of the scandalous ethnicism that divides the Church, of the quarrels and factions that plague parishes, and of the religious ignorance..." This columnist then proceeds to advocate the "reform" of the traditional forty-day period for "churching" a woman after childbirth, as well as other "old-world" attitudes which this "enlightened" modern American finds "unfair." Perhaps she has never met a genuine Orthodox clergyman or layman who could explain to her the meaning or convey to her the tone of the authentic Orthodox way of life; perhaps if she did encounter such a one, she might not even wish to understand him, nor to comprehend that the worst of a convert's "problems" today are not in the easily-criticized Orthodox environment at all, but rather in the mind and attitude of the converts themselves. The way of life reflected in Concern is not the Orthodox way of life, and its very tone makes any approach to the Orthodox way of life almost impossible. Such periodicals and conferences reflect the majority of pampered, self-centered, frivolous young people of today who, when they come to religion, expect to find "spirituality with comfort," something which is instantly reasonable to their immature minds which have been stupefied by their "modern education." The young—and many older clergymen of today, themselves having been exposed to the worldly atmosphere in which young people are growing up—sometimes stoop to flattering the young people's easy criticism of their elders and their Orthodox "ghettos," and at best give powerless academic lectures on subjects far over their heads. Of what benefit is it to speak to such young people on "Deification" or "The Way of the Saints" (Concern, Fall, 1974)—concepts which, to be sure, are intellectually comprehensible to college students today, but for which they are emotionally and spiritually totally unprepared, not knowing the ABCs of what it means to struggle in the Orthodox life and separate oneself from one's own worldly background and upbringing? Without such preparation and training in the ABC's of spiritual life, and an awareness of the difference between worldliness and the Orthodox way of life, such lectures can have no fruitful spiritual result.

Seeing this background from which today's young Orthodox Christians are emerging in America (and throughout the free world), one is not surprised to discover the general lack of seriousness in most works—lectures, articles, books—on Orthodox theology and spirituality today; and the message of even the best lecturers and writers in the "mainstream" of the Orthodox jurisdictions today seems strangely powerless, without spiritual force. On a more popular level also, the life of the ordinary Orthodox parish today gives an impression of spiritual inertia quite similar to that of today's "Orthodox theologians." Why is this?

The powerlessness of Orthodoxy as it is so widely expressed and lived today is doubtless itself a product of the poverty, the lack of seriousness, of contemporary life. Orthodoxy today, with its priests and theologians and faithful, has become worldly. The young people who come from comfortable homes and either accept or seek (the "native Orthodox" and "converts" being alike in this regard) a religion that is not remote from the self-satisfied life they have known; the professors and lecturers whose milieu is the academic world where, notoriously, nothing is accepted as ultimately serious, a matter of life or death; the very academic atmosphere of self-satisfied worldliness in which almost all ''retreats'' and "conferences" and "institutes" take place—all of these factors join together to produce an artificial, hothouse atmosphere in which, no matter what might be said concerning exalted Orthodox truths or experiences, by the very context in which it is said and by virtue of the worldly orientation of both speaker and listener, it cannot strike to the depths of the soul and produce the profound commitment which used to be normal to Orthodox Christians. By contrast to this hothouse atmosphere, the natural Orthodox education, the natural transmission of Orthodoxy itself, occurs in what used to be accepted as the natural Orthodox environment: the monastery, where not only novices but also pious laymen come to be instructed as much by the atmosphere of a holy place as by the conversation of a particularly revered elder, the normal parish, if its priest is of the "old-fashioned" mentality, on fire with Orthodoxy and so desirous for the salvation of his flock that be will not excuse their sins and worldly habits but is always urging them to a higher spiritual life; even the theological school, if it is of the old type and not modelled on the secular universities of the West, where there is opportunity to make living contact with true Orthodox scholars who actually live their faith and think according to the "old school" of faith and piety. But all of this—what used to be regarded as the normal Orthodox environment—is now disdained by Orthodox Christians who are in harmony with the artificial environment of the modern world, and is no longer even part of the experience of the new generation. In the Russian emigration, the "theologians" of the new school, who are eager to be in harmony with intellectual fashion, to quote the latest Roman Catholic or Protestant scholarship, to adopt the whole "casual" tone of contemporary life and especially of the academic world—have been aptly called "theologians with a cigarette." With equal justification one might call them "theologians over a wine glass," or advocates of "theology on a full stomach" or "spirituality with comfort." Their message has no power, because they themselves are entirely of this world and address worldly people in a worldly atmosphere—from all this it is not Orthodox exploits that come, but only idle talk and empty, pompous phrases.

An accurate reflection of this spirit on a popular level may be seen in a brief article written by a prominent layman of the Greek Archdiocese in America and published in the official newspaper of this jurisdiction. Obviously influenced by the ''patristic revival" which hit the Greek Archdiocese and its seminary some years ago, this layman writes: "The phrase 'to be still' is a much needed one today. It is actually an important part of our Orthodox tradition, but the fast world in which we live seems to crowd it out of our schedule." To find this silence he advocates "making a beginning, even in our homes... At the table before eating, instead of a rote prayer why not a minute of silent prayer, and then jointly reciting the 'Our Father'? We could also experiment with this in our parishes during the services. Nothing need be added or detracted. At the end of the service merely forego any audible prayer, chanting, singing or movement, and just stand in silence, each of us praying for God's presence in our lives. Silence and body discipline are very much part of our Orthodox tradition. In centuries past it was called in the Eastern Church, the 'hesychast movement'... To be still. That is a beginning toward the inner renewal we all need, and should be seeking." (The Orthodox Observer, Sept. 17, 1975, p. 7.)

The author obviously means well, but like the Orthodox churches themselves today he is caught in a trap of worldly thinking which makes it impossible for him to see things in the normal Orthodox way. Needless to say, if one is going to read the Holy Fathers and undergo a "Patristic revival" only in order to fit into one's schedule now and then a moment of purely outward silence (which is obviously filled inwardly with the worldly tone of one's whole life outside of that moment!) and to inflate it with the exalted name of hesychasm—then it is better not to read the Holy Fathers at all, for this reading will simply lead us to become hypocrites and fakers, no more able than the Orthodox youth organizations to separate the sacred and the frivolous. In order to approach the Holy Fathers one must be striving to get out of this worldly atmosphere, after recognizing it for what it is. A person who is at home in the atmosphere of today's Orthodox "retreats ..., conferences," and "institutes" cannot he at home in the world of genuine Orthodox spirituality, which has a totally different "tone" from that which is present in these typical expressions of "religious" worldliness. We must face squarely a painful but necessary truth: a person who is seriously reading the Holy Fathers and who is struggling according to his strength (even if on a very primitive level) to lead an Orthodox spiritual life—must be out of step with the times, must be a stranger to the atmosphere of contemporary "religious" movements and discussions, must be consciously striving to lead a life quite different from that reflected in almost all "Orthodox" books and periodicals today. All this, to be sure, is easier said than done; but there are some helps of a general nature which can aid us in this struggle. To these we shall return after a brief examination of yet one more pitfall to avoid in our study of the Holy Fathers.

THE THIRD PITFALL:

"ZEAL NOT ACCORDING TO KNOWLEDGE" (Rom. 10:2)

Given the powerlessness and insipidity of worldly "Orthodoxy" today, it is not surprising that some, even in the midst of worldly "Orthodox" organizations, should catch a glimpse of the fire of true Orthodoxy which is contained in the Divine services and in the Patristic writings, and, holding it as a standard against those who are satisfied with a worldly religion, should become zealots of true Orthodox life and faith. In itself, this is praiseworthy; but in actual practice it is not so easy to escape the nets of worldliness, and all too often such zealots not only show many signs of the worldliness they desire to escape, but also are led outside the realm of Orthodox tradition altogether into something more like a feverish sectarianism.

The most striking example of such "zeal not according to knowledge" is to be seen in the present-day "charismatic" movement. There is no need here to describe this movement.[5] Each issue of the "Orthodox charismatic" magazine, The Logos, makes it ever clearer that those among Orthodox Christians who have been drawn into this movement have no solid background in the experience of Patristic Christianity, and their apologies are almost entirely Protestant in language and tone. The Logos, to be sure, has quoted writings of St. Simeon the New Theologian and St. Seraphim of Sarov on the acquisition of the Holy Spirit; but the contrast between these true Orthodox teachings on the Holy Spirit and the Protestant experiences described in the same magazine is so glaring that it is obvious that there are two entirely different realities involved: one, the Holy Spirit, Who comes only to those struggling in the true Orthodox life, but not (in these latter times) in any spectacular way; and quite another, the ecumenist religious "spirit of the times," which takes possession precisely of those who give up (or never knew) the "exclusive" Orthodox way of life and "open" themselves to a new revelation accessible to all no matter of what sect. One who is carefully studying the Holy Fathers and applying their teaching to his own life will be able to detect in such a movement the tell-tale signs of spiritual deception (prelest), and also will recognize the quite un-Orthodox practices and tone which characterize it.

There is also a quite unspectacular form of "zeal not according to knowledge" which can be more of a danger to the ordinary serious Orthodox Christian, because it can lead him astray in his personal spiritual life without being revealed by any of the more obvious signs of spiritual deception. This is a danger especially for new converts, for novices in monasteries—and, in a word, for everyone whose zealotry is young, largely untested by experience, and untempered by prudence.

This kind of zeal is the product of the joining together of two basic attitudes. First, there is the high idealism which is inspired especially by accounts of desert-dwelling, severe ascetic exploits, exalted spiritual states. This idealism in itself is good, and it is characteristic of all true zealotry for spiritual life; but in order to be fruitful it must be tempered by actual experience of the difficulties of spiritual struggle, and by the humility born of this struggle if it is genuine. Without this tempering it will lose contact with the reality of spiritual life and be made fruitless by following—to cite again the words of Bishop Ignatius—"an impossible dream of a perfect life pictured vividly and alluringly in his imagination." To make this idealism fruitful one must find out how to follow the counsel of Bishop Ignatius: "Do not trust your thoughts, opinions, dreams, impulses or inclinations, even though they offer you or put before you in an attractive guise the most holy monastic life" (The Arena, ch. 10).

Second, there is joined to this deceptive idealism, especially in our rationalistic age, an extremely critical attitude applied to whatever does not measure up to the novice's impossibly high standard. This is the chief cause of the disillusionment which often strikes converts and novices after their first burst of enthusiasm for Orthodoxy or monastic life has faded away. This disillusionment is a sure sign that their approach to spiritual life and to the reading of the Holy Fathers has been one-sided, with an over-emphasis on abstract knowledge that puffs one up, and a lack of emphasis or total unawareness of the pain of heart which must accompany spiritual struggle. This is the case with the novice who discovers that the rule of fasting in the monastery he has chosen does not measure up to that which he has read about among the desert Fathers, or that the Typicon of Divine services is not followed to the letter, or that his spiritual father has human failings like anyone else and is not actually a "God-bearing Elder"; but this same novice is the very first one who would collapse in a short while under a rule of fasting or a Typicon unsuited to our spiritually feeble days, and who finds it impossible to offer the trust to his spiritual-father without which he cannot be spiritually guided at all. People living in the world can find exact parallels to this monastic situation in new converts in Orthodox parishes today.

The Patristic teaching on pain of heart is one of the most important teachings for our days when "head-knowledge" is so much over-emphasized at the expense of the proper development of emotional and spiritual life. This will be discussed in the appropriate chapters of this Patrology. The lack of this essential experience is what above all is responsible for the dilettantism, the triviality, the want of seriousness in the ordinary study of the Holy Fathers today; without it, one cannot apply the teachings of the Holy Fathers to one's own life. One may attain to the very highest level of understanding with the mind the teaching of the Holy Fathers, may have "at one's fingertips" quotes from the Holy Fathers on every conceivable subject, may have "spiritual experiences" which seem to be those described in the Patristic books, may even know perfectly all the pitfalls into which it is possible to fall in spiritual life—and still, without pain of heart, one can be a barren fig tree, a boring "know-it-all" who is always "correct," or an adept in all the present-day "charismatic" experiences, who does not know and cannot convey the true spirit of the Holy Fathers.

All that has been said above is by no means a complete catalogue of the ways not to read or approach the Holy Fathers. It is only a series of hints as to the many ways in which it is possible to approach the Holy Fathers wrongly, and therefore derive no benefit or even be harmed from reading them. It is an attempt to warn the Orthodox Christian that the study of the Holy Fathers is a serious matter which should not be undertaken lightly, according to any of the intellectual fashions of our times. But this warning should not frighten away the serious Orthodox Christian. The reading of the Holy Fathers is, indeed, an indispensable thing for one who values his salvation and wishes to work it out with fear and trembling; but one must come to this reading in a practical way so as to make maximum use of it. 
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