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Editorial Notes

In the symposium Spirit of God — Spirit of Christ (reviewed below) the World
Council of Churches recently published a carefully prepared Memorandum which
urges that ‘the original form of the third article of the Creed, without filioque,
should everywhere be recognised as the normative one and restored’. It is a recom-
mendation by an ecumenical working party with no particular authority and it does
not in itself bring nearer the day when all those who use the Nicene-Constan-
tinopolitan Creed (the sixteenth centenary of which was celebrated last year) are at
one both in their formulations and their faith. But it could certainly stimulate
fresh discussion of this and of related issues. In Britain, at least, the British
Council of Churches (prompted by the Orthodox) has already raised the question
with its members.

Such questions are not easy to discuss in the current ecumenical climate; and
their resolution is not impeded merely by theological or historical factors, important
though these are. Paradoxically, growth in mutual understanding is too often
seriously frustrated by the apparently positive by-products of ecumenism: courtesy,
familiarity and tolerance. As a result the promotion of this or any other cause in
order to serve/accommodate/please/respect ‘our Orthodox friends’ can blur the
issue, which is one of truth.

Furthermore, when the Orthodox seek to point this out, they are not infrequently
discounted for being rigoristic, intransigent, unyielding, uncooperative. Sinning as
they do against those ecumenical virtues of courtesy and tolerance (= indifferentism?),
their insistence on regrettably divisive truths is taken in ill part. Yet it could be
argued that the ecumenical movement is as much hampered by friendliness and
facile fellowship as by divisive truths,

For there is a danger that a body like the World Council of Churches, as it
completes a further term. between Assemblies, might yet find (the recent
Memorandum notwithstanding) that ‘speaks the truth with love’ (Eph. 4:15) is less
likely to appear on its end of term report than ‘neither hot nor cold’ (Rev. 3:15).
And such a condemnation can too easily be earned by any body, however large or
small. Only by care, sobriety and painful effort can it be avoided.

SERGEI HACKEL




St Symeon of Thessalonica:
a polemical hesychast”

DAVID BALFOUR

The Greek Church, in our day, has canonised a number of fairly recent saints.
The latest addition to the calendar is Symeon, who was archbishop of Thessalonica
from about 1416 or 1417 to September 1429. He died about six months before
Thessalonica fell to the Turks for the second and last time after eight years of
blockade and siege. Symeon had been the life and soul of resistance to the
besiegers, both under Byzantine rule and under the tutelage of the Venetians, to
whom the Byzantine governor, Andronikos Palaiologos (third son of the Emperor
Manuel II), ceded the city in 1423. The canonisation of this exceptional man was
proclaimed in Salonica on 3 May 1981, following about a year of examination, cul-
minating in unanimous synodal decisions by the Holy Synod in Athens and by the
Ecumenical Patriarchate.

It so happens that in the last two years I have published two volumes containing,
and commenting on, this new saint’s unedited works, which provide a good deal of
hitherto unknown detail about his life and thought. I will trace first a general out-
line of the man — a critical outline, not just a stereotyped panegyric such as is
beginning to appear in Greece following his canonisation — and then examine him
as a hesychast author, Symeon was a polemical thinker and activist of Orthodoxy;
he wrote treatises against heretics. So naturally he was aggressive in his approach to
hesychasm too. One may call him a polemical hesychast.

Let me say at once that Symeon of Thessalonica was not a hesychast in the
narrow sense of being a contemplative monk who spent the whole of his life in
isolation and holy quietude. There is a broader sense of the word, which should be
borne in mind. For one thing, Symeon would not and could not have been chosen
as archbishop of the second capital of the Empire in the second decade of the
fiftéenth century, had he not been an adherent of the hesychast or monastic party
which, having triumphed in the mid-fourteenth century over the philosophico-
theological resistance of Varlaam, Akindynos, Nikephoros Gregoras and their sup-
porters in the clergy and laity, dominated the Church of the dying Byzantine Empire,
and launched among the Slavonic and other Churches dependent on it a broad and
beneficial movement of spirituality and reform which lasted for centuries. However
Symeon — as I claim to have shown — also received his monastic upbringing in one
of the main contemplative centres of the hesychast movement of his day, and

* A paper delivered at the Fellowship Conference of 1981.
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though during the last thirteen years of his life he was immersed in political strife,
in creating liturgical texts and regulations and in writing hortatory and polemical
treatises, his earlier years were spent as a true hesychast, carefree, remote from
worldly concerns, devoted to inner prayer. In this respect, of course, he resembled
many a ‘hesychast’ hierarch of his day, including several disciples of Gregory
of Sinai and Gregory Palamas who became Ecumenical patriarchs. Beginning as pure
contemplatives, they went over later to the active life.

The early reputation .

Let us first take a brief glance at St Symeon’s life story. If you look him up in
standard works of reference, you will find next to nothing, except that a certain
John Anagnostes (John the Reader) described how his death during the siege of
Thessalonica dealt a disastrous blow to the morale of the population, so stead-
fast and devoted a pastor had he been. Apart from that, he was simply known as
the principal liturgiologist of the Byzantine Church in its late period. He had
written a great treatise, called Diglogue in Christ (though better known in the West
as Adversus haereses), first describing and refuting the main heresies and then,
above all, going on to comment on the rites, sacraments, prayers and customs of the
Orthodox Church, with special interest in their symbolic significance. This epitome
of Orthodox faith and practice became a classic, because it supplied a need: it
corresponded exactly to the stubborn mood of inward-looking anti-Moslem and
anti-Latin conservatism, with which such remnants of the Byzantine world as
resisted the temptation to apostasy faced and weathered the prolonged and agonis-
ing storm of Turkish imperial domination. Together with six other less voluminous
works of his (two minor liturgiological treatises, a collection of Questions and
-‘Answers, and three brief compilations on the Creed), this great Diglogue was copied
in innumerable manuscripts and publishied by Dositheos, Patriarch of Jerusalem, as
a printed book in 1683.! In 1866 it was incorporated into Migne’s Greek Patrology,
where it occupies the whole of volume 155. These works were also translated into
the vernacular tongues of the Orthodox East, and became very popular. In the
West, Symeon was notorious for his anti-Latin bias. Even so, he was appreciated by
learned liturgiologists. Professor Phountoules of Salonica University has recently
produced a study on his liturgical work and is in course of publishing his liturgical
texts.? But Symeon as a human being remained a mystery. He was barely known as

1. Symedn, tou makariou Archiepiskopou Thessalonikes, Kata hairesedn kai peri té3 mon&s
orthés ton christiandn hémon pisteds, ton te hierdn teleton kai mysterion tes ekklesias
DIALOGOS [...] (Jassy 1683). Edition sponsored by Dositheos and paid for by John
Doukas, Voevod of Moldavia. The text, including an extensive index, was prepared by
John Molivdos (Comnen) of Bucharest, a doctor-philosopher and notarios of the Great
Church, who later became Hierotheos, Metropolitan of Drystra. ‘ )

2. LM. Phountoules, To Leitourgikon Ergon Symedn tou Thessalonikés (Salonica 1966); aﬂd

Symedn Archiepiskopou Thessalonikes ta Leitourgika Syggrammata (1: Efkhai kai Hymiroi
[Salonica 1968]; II: Typikai Diataxeis [still under preparation].
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a holy man, the die-hard defender of his city against the Turkish conqueror. Apart
from that, it became a habit to treat him as unknowable. '

New discoveries

In 1940, however, I unearthed and photographed a collection of unedited works
of St Symeon, which throw much light on his character and vicissitudes. They were
in a unique manuscript, originally owned and corrected by the author himself; it
had somehow become the property of a Phanariote bishop, who ascended the
patriarchal throne of Constantinople as Kallinikos III in 1757 but was soon driven
off it into retirement at his native village of Zagora on Mount Pelion. There he
donated the volume with others to the local Greek School of the Saviour. Five of
the twenty unedited works in that valuable codex are to be found in other manu-
scripts as well, and these I have collated with the Zagora version. I confess I did
nothing for over 35 years about getting this material published. I found and still
find Symeon unattractive as a thinker and theologian; but his account of contem-
porary political and military events and of his own endeavours and sufferings in
their midst seemed to me rather fascinating. So I selected eight of the inedita, all of
some historical and autobiographical interest, and these were published (with my
introduction and commentaries in English) by the Austrian Academy of Sciences at
the end of 1979.3 A second volume followed (1981), containing the remainder,
that is twelve unedited polemical and theological works of Symeon, adopted for
publication (this time with my introduction and commentaries in Greek) by the
Patriarchal Institute for Patristic Studies in Salonica.* Professor Phountoules and I
will thus have increased by nearly one half the volume of this author’s known
literary work. ‘

Symeon now emerges as not only a liturgiologist, but an apologist and champion
of Orthodoxy, whose writings ranged far beyond the confines of his own diocese.
And in his personal life he is seen to be of heroic stature; not always sound in his
judgments perhaps, but utterly wholehearted in his devotion to God’s cause as he
conceived it. This man of God was a strange combination of deep humility and
highly intransigent Orthodoxy. As we shall see, his was to be a tragically ironical
fate, which he bore with great patience.

Symeon’s youth
Symeon was born and bred in Constantinople, for which holy city his pious

enthusiasm knows no bounds. The claims of the Old Rome mean little to him; the

3. Politico-historical Works of Symeon, Archbishop of Thessalonica (1416]17 to 1429).
Critical Greek Text with Introduction and Commentary by David Balfour (= Wiener
Byzantinistische Studien xiii) (Vienna 1979). Will be quoted as BPHW. Most personal
details in it regarding Symeon are contained in his very long ‘Discourse on the recent
miracles of St Demetrios’ (pp.36-69 of the Greek text) and in his ‘Apologia’ concerning his
attempted flight to Constantinople (pp.70-6).

4,  Hagiou Symedn, Archiepiskopou Thessalonikes (1416/17-1429) Erga Theologika. Kritike
ekdosis met’ eisagogés hypo David Balfour (= Analecta Vlatadon 34) (Salonica 1981). Will
be quoted as BETh.
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New Rome is for him the fount of true faith and right practice, because it derives
them from the principle of conciliarity, not from the authority of a single hierarch.’
Its inhabitants are for him ‘the divine people of Christ’. Though obliged to accept
his appointment to Thessalonica, he regraded it as exile and often begged to be
allowed to return to his birthplace. Of his family origins we know nothing. In his
youth he must have received some good schooling, for he writes clear, correct
Greek. At the same time his style, while in no way demotic, is purely ecclesiastical:
it contains little of that pseudo-classical archaic affectation which makes the
writings of some Byzantine authors so tediously artificial. Nor does he show signs
of having studied much besides grammar and theology. He has no interest in philo-
sophy and the natural sciences, treating them sometimes with contempt, sometimes
with mistrust. Actually, his outlook is somewhat influenced by neoplatonism,; but
he is unaware of that, since the influence has reached him through certain pat,ristic
sources, such as Pseudo-Dionysios.

Symeon’s mentality would seem to indicate monastic tonsure in his early youth
When chosen to be archbishop he was in priest’s orders, a hieromonk and probabI};
a pnevmatikos (confessor). But he is unlikely to have been ordained before he was
30. He had written a treatise for a candidate for the priesthood, exhorting him to
t.ake it very seriously.® It is notable that he takes as his ideal that a priest should
live so pure a life as to be worthy to celebrate the eucharistic Liturgy every day.”
We may contrast this with a later statement of his, denouncing the Latin clergy c-)f
his day for openly keeping male and female concubines, yet saying Mass daily.®
George Scholarios, that great scholar who denounced the Council of Florence ar;d
became Patriarch Gennadios II under Turkish sovereignty, knew hieromonk
Symeon in his youth and listened to him preaching to the people; he describes him
as a highly educated man of outstanding virtue, who, ‘enlightened by God, drew
very close to the charism of Wisdom’.? ,

-Symeon’s mentors

Where was Symeon trained to be so saintly a man, and how was he chosen to
bfe archbishop of Thessalonica? Ihave been at pains to argue, on the basis of one of
his letters published in my first book,? that he was a personal disciple of Kallistos
and Ignatios Xanthopoulos, two hesychast recluses around whom there grew up in

5. Dialogue, Ch.39; PG 155. 277 C-D.

6. This is the last of the seven works origi i g i 1
! iginally published at Jassy and re d i
Thos s the Wworks or ] X \ reprinted by Migne.
I priest’s(o r<)d}:arlse.ssly garbled in Migne’s Latin translation) declares the author to have been
7. PG 155. 972 C. Those acquainted with the exi i i
> C. Xi i
regulations will realise how difficult this actually% eﬁcms of Oriental Canon Law and priestly
8. BETh B6,6814.

9. Qeuvres complét vi ; o
1928-37), i. Spog.es de Georges Scholarios, ed. L. Petit, X.A. Siderides and M. Jugie (Paris

10. BPHW 91-3;cf. 211-28 and 279-86.
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the Byzantine capital in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century a community
called that 'of the Xanthopouloi'. These two ascetics, who were probably brothers,
produced a standard work in a hundred Chapters on the hesychast life and method
of prayer, entitled 'Method and Rule [...] concerning those who elect to lead the
contemplative life as monks', which became very popular in ascetic circles, parti-
cularly in the Slavonic lands including Russia. You will find it in volume iv of the
Philokalia. Unfortunately the editor, Nikodemos of Athos, in his introduction, has
wrongly identified Kallistos as Patriarch Kallistos | of Constantinople.”* No,
Kallistos | was an earlier hesychast who died in 1363, the disciple and biographer of
the famous Gregory of Sinai; whereas Kallistos Xanthopoulos became Patriarch
Kallistos 1l, only reigned for three months and died unexpectedly during Sultan
Bayezid's siege of Constantinople in 1397. But his brother Ignatios must have
lived much longer and survived as head of the community when Symeon wrote his
letter in 1423.

From this authentic fountain, then, Symeon derived his hesychasm; in this
school of sanctity he was formed. He happens to be almost the only source of our
scanty knowledge about the two holy men. In chapter 295 of his Dialogue he des-
cribes the extraordinary love and harmony which united blessed Kallistos and
Ignatios, and says that the Divine Light of Mount Thabor visibly shone forth in
them. 'And the witnesses who saw them in this state', he declares, ‘having truly
been through this beatific experience and gained their knowledge by observation,
speak out clearly regarding the Divine Light of God's natural energy and grace; and
they quote these saints as witnesses of it, as they are also witnesses of the sacred
prayer'. By this latter phrase, as the context shows, he means the Jesus Prayer.
Surely Symeon here is claiming personal acquaintance with them? Is he not one of
the eyewitnesses of the sacred halo round them? At the very least he must have
consorted with such eyewitnesses. In the letter | have referred to, he praises the
spirit of peace and gentleness which the brotherhood (‘our holy kellion\ he calls it)
had inherited — presumably from these two.

If this was the spiritual environment in which Symeon grew to manhood, it is
not astonishing that he describes himself before his consecration as having 'spent his
previous life peacefully, exempt from public business'; he had 'enjoyed a quiet life
owing to the great weakness of his constitution, living without cares, reaping by
God's mercy more than he deserved of the benefits of a life of relaxation in his
native place'. Content with them, he had eschewed all ambition for ‘seemingly
greater things'; so he had not thrust himself forward for promotion to the epis-
copate. Yet divine compulsion, he says, intervened and he was 'obliged' to mount
the archiepiscopal throne of Thessalonica despite his strong reluctance. For he felt
unworthy and knew something of the magnitude of the task which awaited him in

11. Philokalia ton hieron neptikon (Venice 17821. p.1015 (also Athens 1976. iv. 195).
Nikodemos is not alone In this. Irenee Hausherr SJ, in his controversial La methods
d'oraison hesychaste (Rome 1927), ?1'132" makes the same mistake, though on the very
same page he ‘sneers at the editors o1 the Philokalia for their chronological inaccuracy.
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that turbulent city. Then how was his consent obtained? There is a simple expla-
nation. The community 'of the Xanthopouloi' stood very close to the Emperor
Manuel Il who, according to an independent contemporary source, 'listened to
them more than anyone'.** Symeon will have been a spiritual friend of the pious
Emperor, perhaps his confessor; that is, the predecessor of another monk of that
same community called Makarios (of Jewish descent) whom we find to be Manuel's
confessor at the Emperor's death in 1425.M* With such an imperial sponsor, Symeon
was unable to refuse; perhaps also he was under pressure of obedience to his
spiritual fathers in the brotherhood. But he never ceased to protest, indeed to pro-

claim publicly, his unworthiness of the episcopate and his incapacity to cope with
his responsibilities.

Archbishop of Thessalonica

Here we come up against Symeon's extraordinary humility. Protestations of
general sinfulness were common among the Byzantines, and especially among the
monks; they were often a matter of tradition and habit rather than of conviction.
But Symeon in his humility goes further and rings truer than most. He proclaims
himself inferior to his contemporaries and his predecessors in the episcopate; he is
at a loss to say how he can have been chosen as bishop; he feels outclassed by his
more scholarly colleagues; he considers it only natural that others should despise
and criticise him, and is, prepared to bear it patiently. Yet he prays that he may be
spared temptation, for he is very weak; he longs to escape from Thessalonica and
retire into obscurity. This man is not a hypocrite but a very sincere Christian. Nor
can his words be treated as self-illusioned rhetoric; for he and they were put to the
test through thirteen years of public struggle. Rather is this sort of humility a gift
of the Holy Spirit: it is mystically infused into the souls of the saints, who, being
pure of heart, truly see God and tremble before his overwhelming sanctity. One is
reminded of a somewhat similar Western saint, the Cure d'Ars, succesful as a
strict and austere parish priest, yet running away one day, so appalled was he by his
unworthiness.

For Symeon was strict too. He arrived in Thessalonica hurriedly and alone, quite
unknown to its inhabitants, at some date between June 1416 and April 1417. He
was well received at first, but soon ran into sharp and wounding opposition from
persons unnamed. This must have been widespread and open, since in a public
speech he mentions it as a well known fact.’® As often happens with humble men
who have the inner strength of inspired holiness, Symeon's adherence to his faith
and to his moral principles was so unbending and his outspokenness so fearless that
he made enemies of many who preferred compromise. He started straight off by

12. Apologia 5 (BPHW 72; cf. 195).
13. Mazaris' Journey to Hades (Buffalo 1975).

14. George Sphrantzes, Chronicon Minus (PG 156. 1032 B; ed. Grecu 20).
15. BPHW 72-3.
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