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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE LIFE AND COUNSELS
OF ELDER PAISIOS THE NEW OF MOUNT ATHOS

By Hieromonk Damascene

1. The Elder’s Love

In the words of H. Middleton, author of the recently published Pre-
cious Vessels of the Holy Spirit, Elder Paisios of Mount Athos, “per-

haps more than any other contemporary elder, has captured the minds
and hearts of Greek people.”1 Although not nearly as well known in
the English-speaking world as in his homeland, this holy Elder also has
much to say to contemporary spiritual seekers in the West. In his life
and teachings, we can find a key by which to go deeper into the heart
of the Orthodox Christian Faith.

As books published after his repose indicate, Elder Paisios was a
man of lofty spiritual life. He received many heavenly visitations from
our Lord Jesus Christ, His Most Holy Mother, and the saints; he was
granted the gifts of clairvoyance and of miracle-working; he beheld the
Uncreated Light in divine vision; and he was filled with God’s Grace to
such an extent that he attained to deification (theosis).

There is no doubt that Elder Paisios’ impressive spiritual gifts and
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attainments have contributed to the widespread veneration of his
memory in contemporary Greece. However, these gifts are not the
only—or even the primary—reason he has come to be so greatly loved.
For the main explanation as to why he is so loved by the people, we
must look at the love which he had for the people. That love, borne
aloft by the Grace of Christ, was seemingly limitless.

Elder Paisios poured out his heart in love for his fellow man. As
his spiritual children have written, “His sanctified soul overflowed
with divine love, and his face radiated Divine Grace.”1 He suffered
with people, listened to them, offered them hope, and prayed for
them untiringly. He spent his nights in prayer and his entire days in
relieving human pain and spreading divine consolation. He guided,
consoled, healed, and gave rest to countless people who took shelter
in him.

In his spiritual counsels, many of which have been recorded in
writing, Elder Paisios tells us how we too can enter into the experience
of such overflowing, Grace-filled love. The path he sets for us is indeed
a hard and narrow one, for it is none other than the path that Christ
has given us.

2. On Pain of Heart

First of all, Elder Paisios tells us that, for love to blossom in the
heart, we must pray with pain of heart. Once he was asked, “We pray,
Elder, and our thoughts go here and there. Why?”

“Because it is prayer without pain!” replied the Elder. “To pray
with the heart, we must hurt. Just as when we hit our hand or some
other part of our body, our mind (nous)2 is gathered to the point we are
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hurting, so also for the mind to gather in the heart, the heart must
hurt.”

The Elder was then asked, “How can we preserve ourselves in this
state when we don’t have some problem, some pain?”

He replied, “We should make the other’s pain our own!! We must
love the other, must hurt for him, so that we can pray for him. We
must come out little by little from our own self and begin to love, to
hurt for other people as well, for our family first then for the large fam-
ily of Adam, of God.”1

At another time the Elder said, “The more one hurts, the more di-
vine consolation one receives, because otherwise it is not possible to
stand the pain.… God especially consoles those who hurt for others.”2

To his spiritual children the Elder wrote: “To some people your
love will be expressed with joy and to others it will be expressed with
your pain. You will consider everyone your brother or your sister, for
we are all children of Eve (of the large family of Adam, of God). Then,
in your prayer you will say: ‘My God, help those first who are in
greater need, whether they are alive or reposed brothers in the Lord.’
At that point, you will share your heart with the whole world and you
will have nothing but immense love, which is Christ.”3

3. On Distrusting Thoughts

Secondly, Elder Paisios tells us that, if we are to grow in love to-
ward our fellow man, we are to cut off those thoughts and feelings
which are an offense against love: that is, judgments and resentments.
He counseled that “We should never, even under the worst circum-
stances, allow a negative thought to penetrate our soul. The person,
who, under all circumstances, is inclined to have positive thoughts,
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will always be a winner; his life will be a constant festivity, since it is
constantly based on positive thinking.”1

One of Elder Paisios’ spiritual sons recalls, “Elder Paisios always
urged us to think positively. Our positive thinking, however, should
not be our ultimate aim; eventually our soul must be cleansed from our
positive thoughts as well, and be left bare, having as its sole vestment
Divine Grace granted to us through Holy Baptism. ‘This is our aim,’
he used to say, ‘to totally submit our mind to the Grace of God. The
only thing Christ is asking from us is our humility. The rest is taken
care of by His Grace.

“ ‘In the beginning, we should willingly try to develop positive
thoughts, which will gradually lead us to the perfect good, God, to
Whom belongs all glory, honor and worship. On the contrary, to us
belongs only the humility of our conceited attitude.’ ”2

Elder Paisios’ teachings on thoughts and inner watchfulness,
drawn from his own profound experience in the spiritual life, are par-
ticularly crucial for us who have been formed by modern Western cul-
ture. Because he spent so much time listening to people (both
monastic and lay) and helping them with their problems, Elder Paisios
became acutely aware of the various spiritual diseases afflicting modern
Western man. Above all, he recognized—and sought to treat—the
most prevalent disease: rationalism. Although the modern rationalist
worldview was born in Western Europe during the Enlightenment era,
it has progressively been inundating the entire world, including Ortho-
dox lands such as Greece. Therefore, when Elder Paisios speaks to the
spiritual malady of rationalism in contemporary Greece, he is also
speaking to our spiritual malady in America and the West.

Ultimately, the malady of modern rationalism comes down to
one essential ingredient: trusting the conclusions of one’s logical
mind. We of the modern West have been raised with an underlying
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assumption, summed up in the well-known phrase of René Descartes
at the beginning of the Enlightenment era: “I think, therefore I am.”
The worldview of modern rationalism, having lost an awareness of
the immortal soul in man, leads us to believe that our thoughts are
who we are, and, conversely, that we are the sum total of our
thoughts. Therefore, we automatically feel that we have to trust our
thoughts, to take a stand for them, to defend them as we would our
own flesh and blood.

This is the essential fallacy of the modern worldview. It is pre-
cisely by placing absolute trust in the formulations of the fallen human
mind—rather than in divine revelation—that modern Western man
has come to water down or abandon his once-cherished Christian
Faith. We Orthodox Christians living in the West must act against this
influence by refusing to accord outright trust to our thoughts.

Elder Paisios teaches: “The devil does not hunt after those who
are lost; he hunts after those who are aware, those who are close to
God. He takes from them trust in God and begins to afflict them with
self-assurance, logic, thinking, criticism. Therefore we should not trust
our logical minds. Never believe your thoughts.

“Live simply and without thinking too much, like a child with his
father. Faith without too much thinking works wonders. The logical
mind hinders the Grace of God and miracles. Practice patience with-
out judging with the logical mind.”

Elsewhere Elder Paisius counseled: “We ought always to be care-
ful and be in constant hesitation about whether things are really as we
think. For when someone is constantly occupied with his thoughts and
trusts in them, the devil will manage things in such a way that he will
make the man evil, even if by nature he was good.

“The ancient fathers did not trust their thoughts at all, but even in
the smallest things, when they had to give an answer, they addressed the
matter in their prayer, joining to it fasting, in order in some way to ‘force’
Divine Grace to inform them what was the right answer according to
God. And when they received the ‘information,’ they gave the answer.
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“Today I observe that even with great matters, when someone
asks, before he has even had the time to complete his question, we in-
terrupt him and answer him. This shows that not only do we not seek
enlightenment from the Grace of God, but we do not even judge with
the reason God gave us. On the contrary, whatever our thoughts sug-
gest to us, immediately, without hesitation, we trust it and consent to
it, often with disastrous results.

“Almost all of us view thoughts as being something simple and
natural, and that is why we naïvely trust them. However, we should
neither trust them nor accept them.

“Thoughts are like airplanes flying in the air. If you ignore them,
there is no problem. If you pay attention to them, you create an airport
inside your head and permit them to land!”1

3. A Gift from God to the World

Nearly a decade has passed since the repose of Elder Paisios. In
that time, several books by and about him have appeared not only in
Greek but also in other languages, thus providing an opportunity for
those outside of the Elder’s homeland to benefit from his life and
counsels. Two books by the Elder’s spiritual children have now been
published in English: Elder Paisios of the Holy Mountain by
Priest-monk Christodoulos, and Talks with Father Paisios by
Athanasios Rakovalis. Furthermore, the women’s monastery he helped
to establish—the Holy Monastery of the Evangelist John the Theolo-
gian in Souroti, Greece—has now published English editions of all
four books of the Elder’s writings: Saint Arsenios the Cappadocian, Elder
Hadji-Georgis the Athonite, Athonite Fathers and Athonite Matters, and
Epistles. The monastery is currently planning to publish English edi-
tions of all three books of the Elder’s discourses as well: With Pain and
Love for Contemporary Man, Spiritual Wakefulness, and Spiritual
Struggle.
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From the books by and
about Elder Paisios that are
now available, we in the Eng-
lish-speaking world can be-
come partakers of his deep
store of spirituality and wis-
dom. Each line of his, coming
from a heart overflowing with
love for God and man, can re-
kindle our longings for closer
communion with God and a
more perfect love for our
neighbor. Coming to know his
beautiful soul as it expresses it-
self in words, we can come to
love him as our father in the
Faith. And since we believe
that the souls of reposed righ-
teous ones remain alive with
our Lord Jesus Christ, we can
learn from him as from one still
alive, becoming, as it were, his
posthumous disciples. In antic-
ipation of his formal glorification by the Greek Orthodox Church, we
can call upon him in prayer, asking him to help us on the path to
Christ’s Kingdom.

As his spiritual daughters at the convent in Souroti have aptly
written, “Elder Paisios gave himself completely to God, and God gave
him to the whole world.”1 God gave him to each of us Orthodox
Christians, and it is ours to receive that gift and make use of it for the
salvation of our souls and the souls of our suffering fellow men.
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