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INTRODUCTION  

In the contemporary world, featured by secularization, when faith 

is undermined by ration a strong confession of religion it is needed. A 

proper confession of Christian morality will give humanity the impetus 

of immortality. Humanity is most of the time devoted to ration. Probably 

this aspect is underlined when Jesus Christ says: „However, when the Son 

of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” (Lukas 18,8).  This might 

be the reason why morality based on divine Revelation is not well 

received by the rationalists who also believe in morality. In this regard 

one of the rationalists states the fact that Christian morality eighter relies 

on divine punishment, aspect denied by Christian moralists, or on 

Christian love. If love is the fundament of Christian morality, how is it 

relevant the existence of a divinity that most of the time plays the role of 

an invisible policeman ready to punish? In the eyes of rationalist religious 

morality is a permanent state of terror towards man.    

To answer this type of questions and dilemmas as those stated 

above, specific to a secularized world, I will analyse in my PhD thesis a 

series of moral ideas of maximum importance for the contemporary man 

and the man of the future, who debate more and more seriously existential 

problems and eternal life.  

In my approach I will be guided by Saint John Cassian, an ancient 

Romanian, a true theologian, a saint father of the universal Church, who 

through his work „Confessions” responds in a proper way to any sincere 

seeker of spirituality.  

 

 PLACING THE THESIS IN A THEMATIC FIELD  

The present work, Moral ideas in the work "Confessions" of Saint 

John Cassian and their actuality for contemporary man, was elaborated 

within the Doctoral School of Theology of the "1st of December 1918" 

University of Alba Iulia, under the direct coordination/supervision of 

Father Archbishop Prof. Univ. Dr. (PhD) Habil. Irineu Pop, specialized in 

Orthodox moral theology. Considering the chosen thematic area, moral 
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theology, we selected the following moral ideas to be approached: the 

problem of evil, the relationship between grace and freedom, and prayer. 

Although these ideas refer directly to the chosen field, moral theology, 

and are important themes in this area, if we take into account the chosen 

title, they interfere with Spirituality, Mysticism, Dogmatics, but also with 

Historical Theology or Patristics. In this respect, one can notice a 

multidisciplinary approach within the work, which gives the thesis a plus 

in nuance and ideas through which a beautiful empirical theology is 

outlined. 

 

THE PURPOSE AND GENERAL OBJECTIVES OF THE 

THESIS  

 Considering the historical context in which we find ourselves, the 

beginning of the 21st century and of the third millennium, a period 

characterized by many changes, uncertainties, relativism, secularism, 

lack of spiritual models, etc., it is necessary to anchor in safe areas, or the 

work Confessions of Saint John Cassian represents, from this point of 

view, a true spiritual oasis. In this context, the main purpose of the work 

is to discover and analyse the work of St. John Cassian, especially 

Confessions, and to extract those moral ideas that are useful to 

contemporary man to grow spiritually and morally. 

Taking this into account, one of the proposed objectives is to identify 

moral themes and expose them in the historical, ecclesiastical and 

spiritual context in which they took place; another proposed objective is 

to highlight St. John Cassian's contribution to the themes treated; another 

is to identify the concrete way of adaptability and applicability of moral 

principles to the needs of daily life and, last but not least, the revitalization 

of the moral life of Christians through the concrete presentation of 

Christian living based on the examples provided by the Holy Fathers. 

 

THE STATUS OF RESEARCH  
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 Regarding Saint John Cassian, in our country, within the 

framework of university theological education, the following doctoral 

theses were defended: 

1) Constantinescu N. Alexandru, The Teaching on the Spiritual Life of 

Saint John Casian, Bucharest, 05. 11. 1948, Scientific coordinator Fr. 

Prof. Dumitru Stăniloae. 

2) Popa Ioan (Ioasaf), Moral Means of Improving the Christian Life 

According to Saints Basil the Great, Pachomius and John Cassian, 

Bucharest, 05. 02. 1994, Scientific coordinator Fr. Prof. Stefan Alexe. 

3) Ielciu Ioan Mircea, The Teaching on Grace and Freedom of Will at 

Saint John Casian, Sibiu, 13. 05. 1999, Scientific coord. Fr. Prof. 

Constantin Voicu. 

4) Costache Aurelia, The Monastic Establishments of Saint John Cassian 

and their Importance for the Institution of Western and Eastern 

Monasticism, Constanta, 25. 10. 2010, Scientific coordinator Prof. 

Nicolae Dura. 

5) Coisin Marius Marcel, The Anthropology of Saint John Cassian in the 

Light of New Research, Constanta, 03. 10. 2014, Scientific coordinator 

Runcan Nechita. 

6) Ojică G. Alexandru, The Christological and Mariological Teaching 

Reflected in The Theology of Saint John Cassian, Bucharest, 21. 01.2020, 

Scientific coordinator Pr. Prof. Univ. Dr. Constantin Pătuleanu. 

Internationally some of the most important works dealing with 

the theology of Saint John Cassian are: Cristiani Leon, Jean Cassien, 

Abbaye S. Wandrille, Editions de Fontenelle, 1946 - which gives a 

complete orientation in the life and works of Saint John Cassian; 

Chadwick Owen, John Cassian: A Study in Primitive Monasticism, 

Cambridge University Press, 1950 (I edition) and 1968 (second edition), 

a monographic work, which became the classic treatise on St. John 

Cassian; Steward, Columba, Cassian the Monk, Oxford University Press, 

1998- the only monography on the spirituality of St. John Cassian and 

Casiday Augustine, Tradition and Theology in St. John Cassian, Oxford 
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University Press, 2007- a doctoral thesis addressing the orthodoxy of St. 

Cassian in the face of the accusation of semi-Pelagianism, as well as the 

saint's Christology and the theme of prayer. 

From another point of view, we must review the status of the 

latest discoveries and research regarding Saint John Cassian and his work. 

In this context, we mention the discovery of 610 Byzantine manuscript 

codices by philologist and Byzantinologist N. Beis in 1908 at the Great 

Meteoron Monastery Transfiguration of the Savior. Their catalog has 

been published only in 1998. The manuscript entitled codex Meteora 

Metamorphoseos 573, manuscript dated in the tenth century consisting of 

290 pages, contains between pages 1-118 the "Book of the Monk Cassian" 

on which the professor of philosophy at the Polytechnic University of 

Thessalonica, Panayiotis Tzamalikos, approached and published two 

volumes: A Newly Discovered Greek Father Cassian the Sabaite eclipsed 

by John Cassian of Marseilles (Vigiliae Christianae,  Supplements 111), 

Leiden- Boston, Brill, 2012 and The Real Cassian Revisited Monastic 

Life, Greek Paideia, and Origenism in the Sixth Century (Vigiliae 

Christianae, Supplements 112), Leiden- Boston, Brill, 2012. 

The thesis of Tzamalikos regarding the real Cassian, the Greek, 

and not the Latin John Cassian, attracted the attention of patrologists and 

specialists, among whom I mention: Archid. John I. Ica, Jr., Augustine 

Casiday, and Columba Stewart. Of these, John I. Ica, Jr. and Columba 

Stewart present, but do not criticize, Panayiotis Tzamalikos' position, 

while Augustine Casiday does not accept Tzamalikos' arguments, 

criticizing and fighting his thesis.  

Professor Panayotis Tzamalikos claims that the author of this 

codex of Meteoron, as well as the writings in the Philocaly attributed to 

St. John Cassian, actually belong to a Greek monk named Cassian who 

lived in the sixth century, a disciple of St. Sava the Sanctified, and that 

John Cassian is a fictional character behind whom would be a Latin 

author who also knew Greek and who, starting from the writings of the 

"true Cassian", would have composed in Latin language what is known 
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to be the work of St. John Cassian the Scythian of Marseilles. He came to 

these conclusions after "seriously" analysing the manuscript discovered 

at Meteoron, especially from a linguistic and philosophical point of view, 

showing that the real Cassian is actually Cassian the Sabaite of 

Skythopolis (Palestine). 

Panayotis Tzamalikos easily overlooks the arguments that show 

St. John Cassian to be the true author of the aforementioned texts. In this 

sense, he does not consider definitive the information transmitted by 

Gennady of Marseilles in chapter 62 of his work De viris illustribus, a 

note which he considers a forgery subsequently slipped in. Even more, he 

denies the authenticity of Saint Benedict of Nursia as the author of the 

Benidikite Ordinance, which in chapter 24 recommends reading the 

Confessions of St. John Cassian, rather than abandoning his thesis. In the 

same vein, Tzamalikos minimizes testimonies from the fifth century 

about the "Settlements" and "Confessions" of St. John Cassian, such as 

those of Fulgentius of Ruspe and Caesar of Arles, but also that of 

Casiodor, which show the existence of the work in Latin before it was 

"created" in Greek. 

Tzamalikos cannot conceive how is it possible for Palestinian 

monks to translate from Latin into Greek the rules of the monasteries from 

Palestine and Egypt, rules they supposedly know. Instead he believes the 

fact that from the Greek text (codex 573 of Meteoron) some Latin 

"forgers" develop from the approximately 34,700 words, as much as the 

Greek text has, a work of over 200,000 words in Latin, as much as the 

Settlements and Confessions combined. Isn't it more logical to think that 

the Greek text is a synthesis, a summary, of a larger Latin text? 

In fact, Panayotis Tzamalikos considers Latin to be inferior to 

Greek, and "through his volumes, Tzamalikos' goal is to reclaim part of 

the Greek heritage by waging a centuries-old culture war" (Casiday). 

Moreover, the writings of St. John Cassian "are the best synthesis of the 

piety of the old Eastern monasticism" (Fr. Dumitru Stăniloae) and the fact 

that it is preserved in Latin is probably a frustration for a Greek, but for a 
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speaker of a Latin-based language, like Romanian, it is a great honour, 

especially since the origin of St. John Cassian is from Dobrogea. 

 

THE METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH  

Given the interdisciplinary character of this paper, in the research 

methodology we used several scientific methods. Taking into account that 

we are dealing with a Father of the universal Church whose life and work 

we have briefly presented, we have used the historical, chronological 

method, and when approaching certain topics, such as the relationship 

between grace and freedom, we have used the comparative method, but 

also the analytical-synthetic one. We have also used in approaching 

certain topics both the inductive method, starting from the particular to 

the general, and the deductive method, following the logical approach 

from general to particular. 

 

THE LIMITS OF RESEARCH 

A first limit of the research is the practical impossibility to 

analyse, to present, all the ideas or moral themes present in the work 

Confessions of Saint John Cassian. In this regard, I have chosen only three 

important themes: the problem of evil, the relationship between grace and 

freedom, and prayer. These themes are dependent on each other, for you 

cannot understand evil, and especially moral evil or sin, unless you 

understand freedom as a divine gift; you cannot understand the concrete 

way of attaining resemblance, of moral perfection, unless you understand 

the relationship between divine grace, divine will, and human freedom, a 

theandric relationship based on personal communion between God and 

man. Last but not least, you cannot understand this theandric relationship 

based on communion without prayer, because prayer is the pinnacle of 

this relationship between grace and freedom, the concrete way of 

sanctifying life, reconciling with God and spiritual growth. 

In this context, I mention as themes of moral theology existing in 

the work Confessions: repentance, fasting, chastity and the eight cardinal 
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sins, topics that by their complexity support an approach to a new doctoral 

thesis. However, due to the importance that the eight cardinal sins have 

in the theology of St. John Cassian, I approached in my paper only an 

introductory presentation on this topic without deepening each sin. 

Considering the fact that generally, from a patristic point of view, this 

topic has been approached both in Romanian theology, as well as abroad, 

the work of the French theologian Jean-Claude Larchet, Therapeutics of 

Spiritual Diseases, being representative in this respect. 

 Another limitation of the present research is that certain literature 

papers have not been researched, firstly because I do not know certain 

foreign languages, such as German, Italian, etc., and secondly because I 

did not have access to them. 

 

THE PRESENTATION OF CHAPTERS 

 As can be seen from the body of the paper, the work is structured 

in five chapters. In the first chapter, entitled " Following Saint John 

Cassian or rediscovering an ancient Romanian Theologian of 

ecumenical proportions", we presented the life and work of the saint. 

Born in 360 in Scythia Minor, Dobrogea, driven by the longing for 

monastic perfection, in 380 he left for the Holy Land where he became a 

monk in Bethlehem. From here he went with his friend and countryman 

Germanus to the wilderness of Egypt where they lived for 14 years, and 

in 399, following the anthropomorphic controversy, they took refuge in 

Constantinople receiving the help of St. John Chrysostom. 

 After the Council of Oak in 403, Cassian and Germanus were part 

of the delegation that presented the case of St. John Chrysostom to Pope 

Innocent I. In 410, when Alaric sacked Rome, St. John Cassian headed to 

Marseilles where he founded two monasteries according to Egyptian 

order. In the monastery of St. Victor in Marseilles, St. John Cassian wrote 

the works that made him famous: On Monastic Ordinances and the Eight 

Deadly Sins (418), Confessions (420-429) and On the Incarnation of the 

Lord against Nestorius (430). 
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 Through the work Confessions Saint John Cassian will give birth 

in the Latin environment to a new literary genre, The Pateric. It should 

also be noted that Saint John Cassian is the only Latin writer who belongs 

to Pateric and Philokalia where only Greek-speaking writers are present, 

thus being a link between West and East,  but also a model of millennial 

unity of the Church. 

 In the second chapter, entitled "The Problem of Evil in the 

Theology of St. John Cassian", we analyzed the nature and origin of 

evil, original sin and its relationship with the mystery of Holy Baptism, 

showing that evil itself does not exist, being only a lack of good, an 

imperfection or an accident, its direct cause not being the devil, but the 

freedom with which God endowed angels and men. The fall of the angels, 

headed by Lucifer, is a subject developed by St. John Cassian around 

whom he develops a true demonology comparable in patristic literature 

only to that present in the Life of St. Anthony the Great written by St. 

Athanasius the Great. 

  Also, in this chapter we have presented the anthropology of St. 

John Cassian with emphasis on the image of God in man and on the 

consequences of original sin, while highlighting the importance and 

necessity of Holy Baptism in order to regain grace and strengthen 

freedom weakened by sin. 

 In the third chapter, entitled "The grace – freedom binomial in 

the light of the Confessions", we analyzed the idea of grace and freedom 

in the patristic tradition up to Saint John Cassian and especially in the era 

of Saint John Cassian in the writings of Blessed Augustine and Pelagius, 

the initiator of the Pelagian heresy. In this sense, we have shown that the 

idea of freedom is a leit-motif of the patristic tradition until Saint John 

Cassian, the synergy between divine grace and human freedom being also 

present in the thinking of the Holy Fathers. 

 Saint John Cassian refuted both the Pelagian heresy, according to 

which man can reach perfection without the help of grace, only by his 

own strength, and the erroneous idea of Blessed Augustine, according to 
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which divine grace alone saves man, without man's contribution, or of his 

freedom. This Augustinian predestination was opposed by St. John 

Cassian by promoting synergism between grace and freedom. Also, in this 

chapter we presented the defense of semi-Pelagianism of St. John Cassian 

brought by the Catholic side. 

 In the fourth chapter, entitled "Prayer and Perfection in the 

Theology of Saint John Cassian", we approached the theme of prayer in 

the "Ninth Conversation" where the conditions, kinds and stages of 

prayer, tears, piercing of the heart and mystical ecstasy are exposed, 

completing these ideas with those in the monastic establishments about 

common prayer and liturgical ordinances existing in the era of Saint John 

Cassian. 

 We also presented the monologue prayer characteristic of St. John 

Cassian, starting from the "Tenth Conversation", identifying a major 

influence of Evagrian mysticism, but also of Macarian mysticism, which 

makes St. John Cassian the pioneer of hesychast synthesis in patristic 

literature. Thus, we find in the mysticism of St. John Cassian the 

presentation of incessant, short prayer, prayer of the mind, prayer of the 

heart, existence of spiritual senses and prayer of fire, all of which lead to 

the conclusion that in St. John Cassian we find for the first time the 

existence of hesychast prayer. 

 In the fifth chapter, entitled "The actuality and importance of 

St. John Cassian's theology for contemporary man", I tried a current 

moral description of the society in which we live characterized by moral 

relativism, indifference and lack of meaning, purpose, as well as by the 

denial of everything that was once the basis of a society characterized by 

morality. Morality which, among other principles, is trampled under by 

the nihilistic and secularist current present in society. 

 In addition to the negative side identified in modernism and 

postmodernism, we have also identified a spiritual revival of society, even 

if not only on Christian principles, which leads to the conclusion that the 

current man is open to the spiritual experiences and that he deserves a 
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true, authentic spirituality, such as the one presented by Saint John 

Cassian. In this regard, we have briefly presented the eight capital/deadly 

sins described for the first time by St. John Cassian, as well as their 

relationship with the seven deadly sins of the Gregorian list. 

 I also considered two sins to be of actuality: envy as a social sin 

and acedia, laziness of the soul, identified in psychology as depression 

and anxiety. Moreover, I highlighted the synergy between grace and 

freedom much loved by Saint John Cassian to counter libertinage and 

freedom as a cover of evil present in society. I presented moral freedom 

and choosing good as being the true freedom. 

 Last but not least, we presented hesychasm and unceasing, 

monologue prayer, present in the works of Saint John Cassian as spiritual 

solutions to the stress and depression that contemporary man faces more 

and more often, demonstrating that the Holy Fathers, as bearers of the 

Holy Spirit, are always in actuality and that God works in every age 

offering solutions to man,  to the Christians, who care for spiritual things 

and seeks the Kingdom of God. 
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