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John Cassian, Conferences I and IX 
 
Abba Moses:  All the arts and sciences, said he, have some goal or mark; and end or aim of their 
own, on which the diligent pursuer of each art has his eye, and so endures all sorts of toils and 
dangers and losses, cheerfully and with equanimity.  . . .  And our profession too has its own goal 
and end, for which we undergo all sorts of toils not merely without weariness but actually with 
delight; on account of which the want of food in fasting is no trial to us, the weariness of our 
vigils becomes a delight; reading and constant meditation on the Scriptures does not pall upon 
us; and further incessant toil, and self-denial, and the privation of all things, and the horrors also 
of this vast desert have no terrors for us. 
 
The end of our profession indeed, is the kingdom of God or the kingdom of heaven: but the 
immediate aim or goal, is purity of heart, without which no one can gain that end: fixing our gaze 
then steadily on this goal as if on a definite mark, let us direct our course as straight towards it as 
possible. 
 
Whatever then can help to guide us to this object; viz., purity of heart, we must follow with all 
our might, but whatever hinders us from it, we must shun as a dangerous and hurtful thing. For 
this we do and endure all things, for this we make light of our kinsfolk, our country, honours, 
riches, the delights of this world, and all kinds of pleasures, namely in order that we may retain a 
lasting purity of heart. And so when this object is set before us, we shall always direct our 
actions and thoughts straight towards the attainment of it. 
 
Those things which are of secondary importance, such as fastings, vigils, withdrawal from the 
world, meditation on Scripture, we ought to practice with a view to our main object, i.e., purity 
of heart, which is charity, and we ought not on their account to drive away this main virtue, for 
as long as it is still found in us intact and unharmed, we shall not be hurt if any of the things 
which are of secondary importance are necessarily omitted.  . . . Therefore fastings, vigils, 
meditation on the Scriptures, self-denial, and the abnegation of all possessions are not perfection, 
but aids to perfection: because the end of that science does not lie in these, but by means of these 
we arrive at the end. [They are rungs of a ladder up which the heart may climb to charity.] 
 
This then should be our main effort: and this steadfast purpose of heart we should constantly 
aspire after; viz., that the soul may ever cleave to God and to heavenly things. Whatever is alien 
to this, however great it may be, should be given the second place, or even treated as of no 
consequence, or perhaps as hurtful. We have an excellent illustration of this state of mind and 
condition in the gospel in the case of Martha and Mary. 
 
For when the Lord says: “Thou art careful and troubled about many things, but few things are 
needful or only one,” He makes the chief good consist not in practical work however 
praiseworthy and rich in fruits it may be, but in contemplation of Him, which indeed is simple 
and “but one”; declaring that “few things” are needful for perfect bliss, i.e., that contemplation 
which is first secured by reflecting on a few saints: from the contemplation of whom, he who has 
made some progress rises and attains by God's help to that which is termed “one thing,” i.e., the 
consideration of God alone, so as to get beyond those actions and services of saints, and feed on 
the beauty and knowledge of God alone. 
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Abba Isaac: The aim of every monk and the perfection of his heart tends to continual and 
unbroken perseverance in prayer, and, as far as it is allowed to human frailty, strives to acquire 
an immovable tranquility of mind and a perpetual purity, for the sake of which we seek 
unweariedly and constantly to practice all bodily labours as well as contrition of spirit. 
 
And when the soul has been established in such a peaceful condition, and has been freed from 
the meshes of all carnal desires, and the purpose of the heart has been steadily fixed on that 
which is the only highest good, he will then fulfil this Apostolic precept: “Pray without ceasing.”  
 
Sometimes however the mind which is advancing to that perfect state of purity and which is 
already beginning to be established in it, will take in all these [forms of prayer] at one and the 
same time, and like some incomprehensible and all-devouring flame, dart through them all and 
offer up to God inexpressible prayers of the purest force, which the Spirit Itself, intervening with 
groanings that cannot be uttered, while we ourselves understand not, pours forth to God, 
grasping at that hour and ineffably pouring forth in its supplications things so great that they 
cannot be uttered with the mouth nor even at any other time be recollected by the mind.  
 
And so there follows after these different kinds of supplication a still more sublime and exalted 
condition which is brought about by the contemplation of God alone and by fervent love, by 
which the mind, transporting and flinging itself into love for Him, addresses God most familiarly 
as its own Father with a piety of its own. 
 
This prayer then though it seems to contain all the fullness of perfection, as being what was 
originated and appointed by the Lord's own authority, yet lifts those to whom it belongs to that 
still higher condition of which we spoke above, and carries them on by a loftier stage to that 
ardent prayer which is known and tried by but very few, and which to speak more truly is 
ineffable; which transcends all human thoughts, and is distinguished, I will not say by any sound 
of the voice, but by no movement of the tongue, or utterance of words, but which the mind 
enlightened by the infusion of that heavenly light describes in no human and confined language, 
but pours forth richly as from a copious fountain in an accumulation of thoughts, and ineffably 
utters to God, expressing in the shortest possible space of time such great things that the mind 
when it returns to its usual condition cannot easily utter or relate. And this condition our Lord 
also similarly prefigured by the form of those supplications which, when he retired alone in the 
mountain He is said to have poured forth in silence, and when being in an agony of prayer He 
shed forth even drops of blood, as an example of a purpose which it is hard to imitate. 
 
And so for keeping up continual recollection of God this pious formula is to be ever set before 
you, “O God, make speed to save me: O Lord, make haste to help me,” for this verse has not 
unreasonably been picked out from the whole of Scripture for this purpose. For it embraces all 
the feelings which can be implanted in human nature, and can be fitly and satisfactorily adapted 
to every condition, and all assaults.   . . .   Whatever work you are doing, or office you are 
holding, or journey you are going, do not cease to chant this.  When you are going to bed, or 
eating, and in the last necessities of nature, think on this. This thought in your heart may be to 
you a saving formula, and not only keep you unharmed by all attacks of devils, but also purify 
you from all faults and earthly stains, and lead you to that invisible and celestial contemplation, 
and carry you on to that ineffable glow of prayer, of which so few have any experience. 


