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SIMPLICITY ACCORDING TO CASSIAN1

ROM a psychological point of view, what is it that dis-

tinguishes the life of a monk as described by Cassian from
i the ordinary life of a person living in the world: The ques-
tion is an interesting one, and it is suggested that the answer lies
In the striking simplification (or better, the simplicity) of the life
of the monk as compared with life in the world. This fact,
l{’K{lden'cally, is implied in the word monachus, which means one
Ving alone for a single purpose.

But note, first and fundamentally, that the difference is not one
OngOdness or holiness, for there are saints in all walks of life, as
the Calendar shows. Nor is it a question of the end, union with
God, which is the same for all. The honest Christian living in the
world and aware of why God made him, strives consciously after

Olness according to his state of grace. But more frequently
aéadl_l not, his striving is what we call habitual. That is to say, in
cltion to his supreme aim in life he is bound by the nature of

. 185 to have other aims, other more pressing and immediate
295, and any number of different means for attaining them.
N us he has to play the role of a father, a son, a brother, a friend
i erio on. In the world of h}s work, he is at thc. same time an
as COY, an equal, and a superior. In so far as he mixes in society,
clabe must do fo a certain extent, he has to take an active part in
erna’ gssocm_tlonS, Pohncal parties, as vs./ell‘ as in tl}e‘ ma_mfold
Woddfl s wlnch society makes on every 1¥1d1v1'dua1 living in the
imsel-fVVlhat is more, the dlgercnt situations in which he finds
man ca lfanc_l this is very 1p1portant——for the development of
. Z)' and differing traits in his character. At home, a man may
i funcering and irritable, whilst at work he may have to be
more considerate and gentle; or the reverse may be the case.

in Vi(;V\; the monk, according to Cassian, has but one intrinsic. end
or the | which he calls purity of heart, or alternatively ‘hohness
¢love of God.2 “The aim of every monk’, he says, ‘and the
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536 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

perfection of his heart tends to continual and unbroken perse-
verance in prayer, and as far as it is allowed to human frailty,
he strives to acquire an immovable tranquillity of mind and 2
perpetual purity.’3 Elsewhere4 Cassian calls it poverty, but 2
poverty which enriches, as we shall see.

What is it that makes Cassian call his monks poor, and why
is this poverty such a distinguished and surpassing one? It is not
poverty in the ordinary sense. It is not with a view to the end,
for that, as we have seen, is the same for all. Nor is it in view 0
the means as we usually think of that word. Cassian is comparing
solely the various roles the man in the world has to play with the
single role of the monk, which constitutes his vocation. Evez
more, the very means in the case of the monk are by the nature ©
the case barely distinguishable from the end.

For the end and the means at the disposal of the monk all
narrow down finally to acts of charity, which lead to that perfec-
tion of charity or life of continuous prayer which is, or should be,
eventually the monk’s normal state. Here are Cassian’s words:
‘Our mind . . . working round the love of God alone as 3"
immovable fixed centre, through all the circumstances of our
work’.5 In other words, a state of continual prayer at which tb¢
mind finally arrives, for which, according to our author, ‘what-
ever it receives, whatever it takes in hand, whatever it does, |
be perfectly pure and sincere prayer’.6 Thus his whole life a%
all the thoughts of the monk’s heart become one continuo®
prayer; the heart desiring one thing, thirsting for one thin®
bringing not only its acts but its very thoughts to bear on th?
unum necessarium.’

This, then, is the ideal of the monk, of that state of true religio®
simplicity, in which even one’s very distractions are broug™’
as it were naturally and spontaneously, into the general movemenS
towards the life of prayer. ‘And so it shall come to pass’; 7
Cassian, ‘that not only every thought and purpose of our hea{i
but also all the wanderings and rovings of our imaginationl
became a holy and unceasing pondering of the divine law- ”

For the choir-monk, bound to the daily recitation of the Divil™
Office, the Psalms become, as those who have tried it know:
very background of his thoughts, and enter even into his $ ecp?

3 C.ix. 2. 4 cf. C.x. 11, 5 C.xxiv. 6.
6 C.ix. 6. 7 cf. C.vii. 6. 8 C.xiv.13.
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'so that he be found the same during the night as during the day,
the same on his bed as on his knees, the same alone as surrounded
by a throng of people’.9

Now this restriction of means in the case of the monk would
doubtless be an impoverishment, harmful to the full development
of his personality, were there not along with the restriction in the
¢xtent of the means a greater integration at a deeper and more
Interior level of the personality. This is terribly important, and
what every religious needs to be told at some time or other.
The monk in his cell is by the very nature of his life cut off from
ANy number of means, and legitimate means, of finding God;
and unless he is able to live his life at a deeper level—that is to say,
In the deeper recesses of his soul, as a habitual state—he is obvi-
ously worse off than the man of the world, who has not given up
these things, but who sees God in all his creation.

Expressed in the language of modern philosophy, Cassian’s
monk is poor in so far as exteriorally conditioned motives and
external means arc concerned. These very means he has volun-
tarily simplified to a wise and prudent minimum, which have
Stood the test of time. But he has simplified them—or possibly,
they have been simplified for him—only so that he may be more
*e¢ to enrich and purify his interior dispositions, which are his
mam concern. The various states of his soul, his feelings, the
Chergy, so to speak, that is basic to the human personality, are
1ot cut off or maimed in their development, but on the contrary
Wed and worked out at the very source from which they spring.
I_t 1s for the sake of these riches of the spirit that the poverty of the
Means is most willingly endured. This surely must be the meaning
Ot the text: O taste and sce that the Lord is sweet, and blessed is the
™an that hopeth in him. (Psalm 33, 9.) But these are riches that have
to be paid for. . . .

1e monk is thus able to reach an integration of his interior
o 10 50 far as he has no other essential aim in view but to live
Very movement of his heart in the sight of the most excellent
:}:unt‘y 9f God. Such a perfect ideal is normally, most Would
anflmt’1111c0111[)atil)lc with life in the world, however admirable
car Oly th? latter may be—that is to say, as a state. The 'conﬂ1ct1ng
s and aims of the latter of necessity require an increase of

ro _
. ies to be played and means to be adopted; and with the ever
Xii, g,

life
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increasing complexity and indirectness of motives, one is bound to
live habitually on a more superficial level.

The ideal of the monk, then, consists in the complete integra-
tion of all the powers of his soul under one supreme and exclusive
value, namely, to live his whole life in the sight of God, and this
necessarily takes place at the deepest level of his personality-
Because all my ways are in thy sight, says the Psalmist (Ps. 118, 168)-
It is for this, and this only, that we are relieved, and justified in
being relieved, of the cares and burdens which are the lot 0
those living in the world. _

But note that the simplicity of which the Psalmist speaks 15
not a cause but a result—the consequence of this interiorization
rather than the other way about. ‘Nothing’, says Cassian’ is ouf
own save only what we possess with our heart.’10 In other an
more sacred words: For where thy treasure is, there is thy heart also
(Matt. 6, 21). And so Cassian trained his monks and taught them
again and again, not to consider the result of the deed so much 38
the purpose of the doer . . . not the progress of the work but the
intention of the worker . . . not results but the desires of the heart.]
At this deeper level there is no room for any kind whatsoever of
insincerity or deception, neither to God nor to oneself. Ther
it is not possible to play a part which does not spring wholly an
spontancously from the source of one’s personality: in othef
words, from one’s true self. Cassian’s actual words are wo
recording: ‘de vera fide ac profunda cordis simplicitate’:12 th
test is genuine faith and profound simplicity; and it is a test whi
will stand not only for time but for eternity; indeed the only tes*
In the eyes of others, the monk training himself or being dis-
ciplined in this mannér may well at times appear childish o
unreasonable, but his acts will be judged by God according to bs
single-minded concern for the depth and purity of his soul.

The story Cassian used to illustrate his point is the well know"
one of the monk who was commanded by his superior to P
and then water day after day a dried and withered brancl’
obviously fit only for the fire. This the monk did for a Wholc
year, never once questioning the apparent absurdity of the wi© ¢
think. After a year, when he was asked whether the branch h?

10 C.iii. 10.
11 cf. C.vi. 9; C.xvii. 11 and L vil. 21.
12 Liv. 24.
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begun’ to take root, the monk could but truly answer: ‘I do not

ow. In relating the story, Cassian does not intend us necessarily
to imitate the act itself, but he relates it in order to bring out
Profunda simplicitas cordis, that deep simplicity of heart with which
the monk obeyed.

It is a favourite axiom with Cassian that virtue is, as it were,
the natural possession of man; that once the weight of worldly
‘are 1s removed, the soul flies naturally—perhaps one ought to
33y supernaturally—to the heights of spiritual prayer. Our fore-
fathf:rs realized that the real motives of our actions lie deeper than
the immediate external facts generally allow us to infer; but they
Were not content even with their interior dispositions until those

Spositions had been relieved from conflicting motives: and who
Would not be glad to feel that his motives were single? Cassian
te3§hes us that virtue is only reached when virtuous acts come
Straight from the depths of one’s being: as it were, from one’s
VEry nature. So long as there is perceptible the faintest trace of
conflict the perfect state of charity has not been reached. ‘There-

Ore’, he says, ‘the innermost recesses of the heart must be cleansed

With all diligence; for what those who fight in the arena desire
E:nol?taig l,)y bodily purity, we should possess also in the arcana

Scientiae’,13 that is, in the hidden places of the conscience.

/fen this interior citadel is possessed by virtue, then indeed is
Virtue truly 5 part of the monk. Then will he begin to observe
3 rules, as it were, naturally and without effort,14 because he
b_e moved, not by fear or desire (for as long as there is either,
ore 1s conflict), but from the love of goodness itself; or better

; from the love of God himself.
Spics S striving for what Cassian cglls purity of heart, and Othf{f
Piritual writers call purity of motive or singleness of purpose, is
P erhaPS the hardest*thing of all that a monk has to acquire. Short
te .t.e Sa_intS, one ventures to suppose, tl}e apts of most men,
nev%ﬁlous 1ndud§:d_, are a mixture of cqnﬁlcmng 1dea1ls gnd motives
" foi easy to d}Stlngmsh ; some conscious, others I}abltual or due
% tha(;e' O_f habit; some dlr_cct, otll?rs indirect agd hl'dden; 50 much
2ty 1 it is exceedn}gly difficult, '1f not Well nigh impossible, for
one AN to recognize and appraise the influence of each on any
Particular act. Moreover, the motives themselves, whatever

13 IVl 9.
I4 I.iv, 38.
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they may be, usually lic on the superficial level of the personality,
so that days, months, and even years may go by during which the
deeper levels of the soul are barely touched. A modern philo-
sopher!5 has estimated that 99 per cent of our normal activity 15
purely automatic and habitual, from our rising in the morning to
our lying down at night. This is a terrible indictment, when you
come to think of it, and gives one pause for thought. One can never
be too much on one’s guard against dropping into what one may
term purely routine acts: that 1s acts which arc neither moral nor
immoral in the technical sense, and so very poorly disposed for
merit.

Not that we should despise what theologians call ‘habit’. On
the contrary, the perfect religious must live by habit, but by
habits that belong to the interior and deeper level of his person-
ality. He lives habitually, that is in recessu animac . . . in the depths
of his soul: his true life, the source of all his actions, is there
Provided he keeps this interior citadel of his soul pure and swept
and clean, then truly virtuous acts will arise without any apparent
effort on his part. Anima mea in manibus meis semper . . . my sov
is continually in my hands (Ps. 118, 109). It is only the saints, on¢
imagines, who find it easier to do right than to do wrong.

The more spontaneous and natural these acts become, th¢
more they will be influenced by the dispositions of the s0
within, and less by the immediate impact of environment or
exterior happenings. ‘And so’, says Cassian, ‘the mind of the
upright man ought not to be like wax, yielding to the shape Of
whatever presses on it . . . rather should it be like the stamp ©
hard steel, that the mind may stamp and imprint on everythin?
that meets it the marks of its own character.’16

Thus it becomes clear that the value of an act derives entirel}
from the worth of the soul that makes it. The blame for the ¢V
of our acts can never be thrown upon circumstances; it ™%
be sought within, in the soul itself. Cassian is adamant on 2
point. ‘No one’, he says, ‘is ever driven to sin by being provoX
by another’s fault, unless he has the fuel of evil stored up 1 .
own heart.”17 In the same way, there is no such thing as a su € g
fall, any more than the grace of martyrdom is a sudden or isolate

15 William James: Talks to Teachers, Holt, New York 1899.
16 C.vi. 12.
17 Lix. 6.
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thing, The integration of the soul—that is, the gathering together
Of all its powers and forces under the influence of grace, and
directed towards the supreme and eternal values—is the end and
steady aim of the whole spiritual combat. When that is achieved,
everything is achieved. For the man who has arrived at that point
kI.10Ws that by the grace of God, seconded by a constant and

aithfu] correspondence on his part to grace, he has found his
soul. Then can he say with St Paul: I can do all things in him who
Strengtheneth me. (Phil. 4, 13.)

I

RELIGIOUS VOCATION—A MOTHER’S PART
E.B.

HEN our Lady consented to bear the Christ Child,
conceived by the Holy Spirit, in the natural order of
_ things she was in many ways no different from any
ordlnary mother. The child must grow in the womb, be born,
and then, a5 2 helpless babe, and for long after, be fed and cared
for. Although there is always a very special relationship between
Mother and child, partly physical, partly spiritual—the two are
Dextricably interwoven—and in a lesser degree between the
ather, the child does not belong to either parent. The parents co-
PPerate with God and the result of their union is another human
Gelng, quite unique, entrusted to them by God, and in trust for
od. Our Lady and St Joseph knew this very well, and although
110 comparison can be made with them since they were singled
%ut by God to care for his incarnate Son, nevertheless they serve
3 the pattern for the ordinary human family.
b owadays more and more of this parental care is taken over
bY the state with a corresponding lack of a sense of responsibility
bY the parents. Unless there is a very strong bond of affection
€tween members of the family, and this again is'founded in a
cep IPYC of God and in membership of his Church, the family
:mt dlSll_ltegrates, with disastrous results. Much has been written
Jout this and there is no need to go into it here. If it does not
suimltegrate it sometimes happens that it is held together by a
is tle tyranny—the tyranny of the possessive mother—and this
fore likely to happen in the small family of today.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300013276 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300013276

