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“[...] In profound silence it was given to me to contemplate His 
clemency, His wisdom, His holiness.”1 
“[…] Oui, c’est excellent de considérer et de juger les choses non 
pas avec une raison froide mais d’une façon calme et claire, avec 
le cœur (ce qui, du reste, ne relève pas du sentiment).”2  

Abstract 

This study asks what it means to question quietness (hēsychia): to treat a state 
cultivated in long silence as something that can, after an unpredictable wait, 
be brought to speech. Its primary witness is the spiritual autobiography of 
Archimandrite Sophrony Sakharov (1896–1993), read alongside the transcribed 
record of his Monday meetings with the monastic community of St John the 
Baptist in Essex and a corpus of recorded conversations, held in April 2025, 
with a member of that community. Working within the phenomenology of the 
emotions — chiefly Natalie Depraz’s account of surprise and of the 
foreground/background dynamics of affective life — the article distinguishes 
two registers in Sophrony’s experience: a durative “mindfulness of death,” the 
vision of the abyss that abides as a mood, and the punctual surprises that erupt 
against it, culminating in the contemplation of the Uncreated Light. Jean‑Luc 
Marion’s saturated phenomenon is retained, but only to describe how such 
experiences are given, not to certify what gives them. Throughout, a single dis‑
cipline is observed: phenomenology describes the manner of an appearing and 
leaves to the theological tradition the question of the reality disclosed. 

Keywords: phenomenology of emotions; hēsychia (quietness); Jesus Prayer; 
Sophrony Sakharov; mindfulness of death; surprise; epochē; saturated phe‑
nomenon; Uncreated Light; monastic testimony. 

1  Archimandrite Sophrony Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 2nd ed. (Tolleshunt Knights, 
Maldon, Essex: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the Baptist, 2024; orig. ed. 1988), 59.

2  Adelgundis Jaegerschmid, “Conversations avec Edmund Husserl (1931–1936),” trans. 
Julien Farges, Alter: Revue de phénoménologie 28 (2020): 9. The passage may be rendered: “Yes, 
it is excellent to consider and judge things not with a cold reason but in a calm and clear 
way, with the heart (which, moreover, does not belong to the order of sentiment).”
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Preliminary notes 

THE ISSUE OF INVESTIGATING THE concept of quietude/quietness within the 
framework of phenomenology, in conjunction with monastic mystical 

experience, drawing upon the autobiography of a prominent 20th‑century 
proponent of Prayer of the Heart, is not readily identifiable for a number 
of reasons. Primarily, the notion of quietness in the context of prayer, or 
an emotion arising from an intense inner state subsequent to prayer, is 
frequently perceived as a form of apophatism3, due to its absence of overt, 
external perception. Indeed, the apophthegms of the Egyptian fathers 
expound the inner states of the soul by means of meta‑logical language 
or expressions related to paradox. Conversely, philosophy perpetually 
pursues the absolute articulation of the subjectivity of an imperceptible 
life as the quintessence of our being, yet it falls short of attaining an experi‑
ence comparable to that of a monk within the monastic milieu. Moreover, 
the subject attains a more profound experience by immersing themselves 
in absolute solitude throughout a protracted journey of hesychast prayer. 
It is worth emphasising an extremely important aspect concerning the 
object of study, the Jesus Prayer, namely that the monks constantly and 
rather resolutely refuse to include any aspect of their monastic and mystical 
experience in academic studies.4 In summary, the monk is not necessarily 
inclined towards philosophy or metaphysics, and the philosopher does 
not expand his experience into a hermitic framework in which hesychast 
prayer can fully develop his being. However, it is conceivable that the phil ‑

3  The sources and secondary bibliography on apophatism are extremely numerous 
and varied and offer a considerable amount of information and food for thought on the 
subject. In this regard, I will simply refer to the texts collected by the scholar William 
Franke: On What Cannot Be Said: Apophatic Discourse in Philosophy, Religion, Literature and 
the Arts, vol. 1, Classic Formulations, and vol. 2, Modern and Contemporary Transformations, 
ed. William Franke (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007). It should be 
noted also his critical work on the subject, On the Universality of the Unreal: The Apophatic 
Turn in Critical Thought (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2020). It seems 
equally appropriate to mention here also the book by Christos Yannaras, On the Absence 
and Unknowability of God: Heidegger and the Areopagite, ed. Andrew Louth, trans. Haralambos 
Ventis (London: T&T Clark, 2005).

4  It seems even more appropriate to me to report here Sophrony’s attitude on the 
matter: “Our experiment is not scientific, in the sense that we are not conducting it 
ourselves. More than this: we do not even envisage the possibility of such ‘scientific experi‑
mentation,’ insofar as our emphasis is on the manifestation of two freedoms, that of God, 
and human freedom, neither of which is determined. […] Our disposition is for the most 
part passive; in other words, we have no intention to undertake anything actively with 
the goal of attracting anyone whomsoever towards us. We leave all these matters to the 
Providence of the Creator of all.” Saint Sophrony the Athonite, The Mystery of Christian 
Life (Tolleshunt Knights, Maldon, Essex: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the Baptist, 
2022), 57.
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osopher5 may possess an intuitive understanding of this phenomenon, 
akin to that which the monk experiences. 

The second motto in front of my article is E. Husserl’s reply to the fol‑
lowing remark by Benedictine sister Adelgundis, at the time of their 
meeting on 4 September 1935: «Pascal ménage une place pour quelque 
chose qui se situe entre le sentiment et la ratio et qu’il nomme logique 
du cœur.»6 The present encounter between the two of them commences 
with a robust judgement by Husserl, namely the idea that what honesty 
of the intellect represents for philosophy, so too would probity of the 
heart be for religion. The eminent phenomenologist goes on to reveal 
that he has spent his entire life endeavouring to achieve this kind of intel‑
lectual integrity, thereby implicitly underscoring the significance he 
attributes to probity of the heart in the religious context. The discourse 
with the Benedictine nun unfolds in this atmosphere, with Husserl empha‑
sising that, for the sake of philosophy itself, the ultimate matter at hand 
is the absolute. However, it should be noted that Husserl heavily criticises 
French‑style neo‑Thomism, considering it lacking in grace, but this is 
not a subject we will be discussing here. The basis for citing both Husserl’s 
remarks and the conversation of 4 September 1935 is to be found in the 
fact that, in line with Husserl, one can understand that: «Si l’Église est 
vivante, alors elle doit poursuivre son développement aussi dans la phé‑
noménologie. La Parole de Dieu est toujours la même: elle est éternelle.»7 
Consequently, the authenticity of the experience in question – i.e. 
Archimandrite Sophrony’s experience – as vivante and seamlessly inte‑
grated into the experiential tradition of the Church, can also be cultivated 
in phenomenology, as asserted by Husserl himself. However, it is also 
necessary to demonstrate its relevance for a philosophical, more precisely 
phenomenological, interpretation.  

In the event of there being a need to refer to a conversation between 
Husserl and Eugen Fink, dated 22 September 1931, one possible point of 

5  Examples of practising phenomenologists exist. Francisco Varela (1946‑2001) is recognised 
for his contributions to a variety of academic disciplines, including philosophy, biology, 
epistemology and, in particular, contemplative neurology. In collaboration with Chilean bio‑
logist and epistemologist Humberto R. Maturana (1928‑2021) and the philosopher of science 
Michel Bitbol (1954‑), the first and last of them to practise Buddhist meditation, the Husserlian 
principle “Zurück zu den Sachen Selbst”, or “return to the world as it is experienced in its 
immediacy”, was reaffirmed. In this context, the microphenomenological method was empha‑
sised, which fosters a robust sense of self and is characterised by “performative” coherence.

6  Jaegerschmid, “Conversations avec Edmund Husserl,” 9. The remark may be rendered: 
“Pascal makes room for something situated between sentiment and the ratio, which he calls 
the logic of the heart.”

7  Jaegerschmid, “Conversations avec Edmund Husserl,” 8. The passage may be rendered: 
“If the Church is alive, then it must pursue its development in phenomenology as well. The 
Word of God is always the same: it is eternal.”
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reference would be that particular moment of the morning on which the 
father of phenomenology was reflecting on the nature of the temporisation 
(Zeitigung) of the ego.8 In this context, it is noteworthy to observe that “every 
moment of private nature is prior to the Ganzheit (wholeness, totality)”9; 
the totality of life and activity, “encompassing self‑constitution and the 
constitution of objects, is guided by a telos, intricately linked to the accu‑
mulation and consistency within this harmony”, as asserted by Husserl. 
The act of honesty (Ehrlichkeit) in each individual represents this self‑con‑
sistency. In the context of the discourse between Husserl and Fink, it is 
noteworthy to cite Husserl’s remark: “I must be able to affirm the acts of 
others as well as my own acts”.10 This claim by the philosopher is a reference 
to a specific passage in Dostoevsky’s text, where the concept of individual 
responsibility is discussed in relation to collective responsibility:  

For now, dear ones, every one of us is undoubtedly responsible 
for all men and everything on earth, not merely through the 
general sinfulness of creation, but each one personally for all 
mankind and for every individual man. This knowledge is the 
crown of life for the monk and for every man. For monks are 
not a special sort of man, but only what all men ought to be. 
Only through that knowledge, our heart grows soft with infinite, 
inexhaustible love.11  

In conducting the analysis, both Sophrony’s self‑consciousness and his 
global consciousness will be taken into account. Furthermore, it will be 
argued that the Jesus Prayer is not only a personal prayer, but rather one 
which is intended for the benefit of humanity as a whole,12 and for each 
individual Adam (that is to say, the human race in all periods of history).13 

8  Dorion Cairns, Conversations with Husserl and Fink, ed. Husserl‑Archives in Louvain 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 35.

9  Cairns, Conversations with Husserl and Fink, 35.
10  Cairns, Conversations with Husserl and Fink, 35.
11  Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, pt. 2, bk. 4, chap. 1, quoted in Dorion 

Cairns, Conversations with Husserl and Fink, ed. Husserl‑Archives in Louvain (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 35.

12  Indeed, one of his disciples advanced the argument that, within the context of the 
ascetic tradition, a monk “attains his true destiny when he assumes the role of an intercessor 
for the collective human race.” For further insight, refer to the following sources: 
Archimandrite Zacharias Zacharou, Hypostatic Prayer: The Measure of Perfection (Essex, 
England: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the Baptist, 2023); Zacharias Zacharou, Hesychasm: 
The Bedewing Furnace of the Heart (Essex, England: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the 
Baptist, 2022); Archimandrite Peter, Theology as a Spiritual State in the Life and Teaching of 
Saint Sophrony the Athonite (Essex, England: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the Baptist, 
2021).

13  From this standpoint, it is emphasised that man, in his highest and most perfected 
state, is capable of receiving this divine grace, similarly to Jesus in his hypostasis, thus man‑
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Furthermore, it is noteworthy to mention that, in the wake of over half a 
century of monastic experience and a complete lack of disclosure concerning 
his spiritual experiences, Sophrony confers upon all an indelible reality, as 
he himself asserts: “Of a certainty no initiative of mine provoked the hap‑
penings in my inner life. But God of His providence, which is known only 
to Him, vouchsafed to visit me and, as it were, communicate His eternal 
Being. […] I contemplated realities that transcended my understanding.”14 
The reflection on His eternal Being, which is also reflected in the title of his 
autobiography “We shall See Him as He is”, establishes an extremely 
dynamic (also µυστήριον) connection between his Erlebnis der Wahrheit, or 
the indelible evidence of the experience in Truth, which he himself indicates 
as avant‑plan (foreground) of his intention: “[...] none of my initiatives 
caused the events in my inner life”, a connection that extends to the empirical 
part of Sophrony’s transformative experience. Mysterion: this is a revealed 
reality that evades discursive reflection, initially manifesting itself through 
a language and discourse that exceed rationality. Following the internalisation 
of this reality, it is transformed into an ontological reality of being, ready 
to manifest itself as an experiential truth. 

It is undeniable that the theo‑phenomenological literature of recent 
years15, in particular the contributions of phenomenologists such as Jean‑
Luc Marion16, Natalie Depraz17, Christos Yannaras18 and Michel Henry19, 
and most recently Nicolae Turcan20 have made insightful contributions on 

ifesting the full divine and human nature. It is therefore asserted that, in this condition, the 
human being is capable of undertaking, within himself, an act of prayer directed towards 
the entirety of humanity (the whole of Adam), precisely as it was intended for him. See 
Zacharias Zacharou, Hypostatic Prayer, 11.

14  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 8.
15  During this phase of the research, the objective is not to undertake an exhaustive eval‑

uation of the theo‑phenomenology or the issue of the manifold approaches to the concept 
of quietness. Instead, the objective is to establish a phenomenological substratum of the 
experiential semantics of this concept, through the spiritual experience of Archimandrite 
Sophrony.

16  Jean‑Luc Marion, L’idole et la distance (Paris: Grasset, 1977); Marion, Dieu sans l’être 
(Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1982); Marion, Le visible et le révélé, coll. “Philosophie et 
théologie” (Paris: Cerf, 2005).

17  Natalie Depraz, Le corps glorieux: Phénoménologie pratique de la Philocalie des Pères du 
désert et des Pères de l’Église, Bibliothèque philosophique de Louvain (Brussels: Peeters, 2008).

18  Christos Yannaras, De l’absence et de l’inconnaissance de Dieu (Paris: Cerf, 1971); Yannaras, 
Philosophie sans rupture (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1986); Yannaras, Variations sur le Cantique 
des Cantiques (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1992).

19  Michel Henry, Incarnation: Une philosophie de la chair (Paris: Seuil, 2000); Henry, I Am 
the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity, trans. Susan Emanuel (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2003).

20  Nicolae Turcan not only extends the idea of a theo‑phenomenological discourse to 
a level of conceptual exchange in common areas, such as mystical experience, but also 
launches a substantial argument on the question of ‘man’s call’ and ‘God’s call,’ as high‑
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the subject. All of them have expanded the interpretive and transformative 
scope of mystical theology, prayer of the heart, contemplation and, not 
least, revelation, laying the foundations for an open and fruitful dialogue 
between theology and phenomenology. With her contributions dedicated 
to the glorified body and, by implication, to hesychastic prayer, Natalie 
Depraz provides any research with the basis for an interpretive or simply 
descriptive structure of such experiences.21 Since these contributions are 
treated in a systematic way, including hēsychia as a second quality of 
attention, the argumentative extension of the idea of quietness seemed to 
me to be extremely salutary, all the more so since the emotions, the body, 
consciousness, in short, the ever‑open conceptual horizon of this idea, can 
constitute the object of deep investigation without fear of exhausting the 
subject. 

The primary segment of our study endeavour, centred on the intricate 
relationship and interplay between quietness and emotion, aims to elucidate 
the tension and dynamics inherent in this dialogue from a phenomenological 
perspective, particularly within the context of mystical theology. The notion 
of questioning quietness presupposes that, once internalised and embraced 
through hesychastic prayer, it possesses the capacity to articulate itself. 
Metaphorically speaking, it can be the carbonized papyrus scroll of an 
ancient library at Herculaneum, deciphered after two millennia by means 
of infrared and X‑ray scanning techniques. A millennia‑old silence on an 
explanatory question in matters of contemplation, revelation and whatever 
else might be encompassed in the inner space, the ground of the encounter 
with God, may be powerful enough, or prophetic enough, to erupt into 
something spoken, shared, communicated. The question that arises is that 
of what nature the state of being „must” be that “guarantees” the reading 
of states that are apparently invisible and inexpressible. It is these states 
that are covered by a deep, long silence, that are full of tensions and sur‑
prises22, and it is at the end of such a silence that a monk will discover 

lighted in Jean‑Luc Marion’s response to the ontological difference between Being and 
beings, or between the world and God. The fact that it could be God calling man, just as 
it could be man calling God. See Nicolae Turcan, “Religious Call in Eastern Orthodox 
Spirituality: A Theo‑Phenomenological Approach,” Religions 11, no. 12 (2020): 653, 
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11120653.

21  My reference is to the methodological considerations in Depraz, Le corps glorieux, 
261–80.

22  The concept of surprise, as elucidated by Natalie Depraz, will be employed as the pri‑
mary focus of this investigation. Surprise is defined as the most significant source of emotional 
experience, encompassing both bodily and cognitive dimensions. This experience occurs in 
response to an event that diverges significantly from anticipated expectations. See Natalie 
Depraz, “Husserl et la surprise,” Alter: Revue de phénoménologie 24 (2016): 145–68; Natalie 
Depraz and Agnès Celle, eds., Surprise at the Intersection of Phenomenology and Linguistics, 
Consciousness & Emotion Book Series (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2019), 2. See also “La 
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“divine light”?23 When the quietness erupts into something that needs to 
be said, is there an adequate vocabulary to comprehend a contemporary 
hesychast experience?  

From a phenomenological perspective, the sense of the deep silence that 
is spoken through the liturgical rite is treated with reference to Bernard P. 
Dauenhauer’s monographic work, which in turn is connected to the idea 
of the “silence of the to‑be‑said”.24 While the author commences his discourse 
with the liturgical experiences delineated by the ecclesiastical historian 
Anton Baumstark concerning liturgical gestures that construct a “flow of 
the liturgical act”, he also refers to Rudolf Otto’s studies of the Quakers 
and states that “[...] silence is seen as both a positive and differentiated phe‑
nomenon which is given an ontological interpretation in Quaker theology”.25 
Consequently, what the existentialist philosopher designates as the “silence 
of the to‑be‑said” is, in principle, a reference to that which „lies beyond 
what human agents can achieve by their own endeavours.”26 In this context, 
it is pertinent to inquire: what does a prolonged hesychastic quietness 
actually convey, if we consider concepts that are seemingly analogous – 
such as a Husserlian “horizon of silence”, a “background and meaning of 
experience” characterised by “harmoniousness” (Einstimmigkeit), and “a 
form of quiet continuity underlying our conscious awareness”?  

Living hesychastic sources 

The present investigation is founded on the autobiography of Sergei 
Simeonovich Sakharov (1896‑1993) – known as Archimandrite Sophrony, 
canonised by the Ecumenical Patriarchate on 27 November 2019 27 – one of 

place de la surprise dans les émotions antinomiques, effroi du beau, sobre ivresse, douloureuse 
joie” and “Les dynamiques émotionnelles extrêmes et la surprise,” in Natalie Depraz and 
Maria Gyemant, Phénoménologie des émotions (Paris: Rue de la Sorbonne, 2022), Kindle.

23  One could refer to a series of volumes that dedicate a significant section to the phe‑
nomenological approach of revelation: Jean‑Luc Marion, Revelation Comes from Elsewhere: A 
Contribution to a Critical History and a Phenomenal Concept of Revelation, trans. Stephen E. 
Lewis and Stephanie Rumpza, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2024); Marion, Givenness and Revelation, trans. Stephen E. Lewis (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016); Marion, The Visible and the Revealed, trans. Christina M. 
Gschwandtner et al. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008).

24  Bernard P. Dauenhauer, Silence: The Phenomenon and Its Ontological Significance, Studies 
in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1980), 16.

25  Dauenhauer, Silence, 18.
26  Dauenhauer, Silence, 19.
27  Archimandrite Sophrony (1896‑1993) is widely recognised as the founder of the con‑

temporary monastic community of St John the Baptist, Tolleshunt Knights, Maldon, Essex, 
United Kingdom. The community first began to take shape in Sainte‑Geneviève‑des‑Bois, 
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the extremely rare contemporary monks who revealed his mystical experi‑
ence to his monastic brothers and to any reader of his books. The background 
to this matter has been confirmed by the authentic experience of his hesy‑
chastic monastic practice, which was expanded to the monastic community 
of St. John the Baptist, Maldon, Essex (UK) following the Elder Sophrony’s 
powerful experience. The designation living hesychastic sources is derived 
from a significant transcript of archival audio recordings of the late 
Archimandrite Sophrony’s regular meetings (conducted on Monday morn‑
ings) with the monastic community of St. John the Baptist. 28 These meetings 
took place between 1989 and 1991 and provide further evidence to support 
the details outlined in the autobiography of the aforementioned individual, 
which was first published in 1988. All of the material has been corroborated 
by my own contacts with this community over a period of more than twenty 
years (2003‑2025), including his own meetings, 29 formal and informal, with 
many of the members of the monastic body. Among these contacts, a corpus 
of recorded conversations held in April 2025 with a member of the monastic 
community — cited anonymously at the source’s request — offers a living 
testimony to which the present analysis returns at several points.30 

It is important to consider also the reasons why we find Sergei Sakharov’s 
biography interesting here, and why this is not simply because of his 
monastic vocation, which took place from 1924 until his death in 1993. Prior 

in close proximity to the Russian Orthodox community in Paris following 1947, when 
Archim. Sophrony received the blessing to leave Mount Athos. Since 1959, the monastic 
community that was founded by him has relocated from Paris to a small English town called 
Tolleshunt Knights in Essex, as previously mentioned.

28  These meetings were subsequently translated into Russian, Romanian, Greek and 
Italian (the Italian version was utilised): Archimandrita Sofronio (Sakharov), Edificando il 
tempo di Dio in noi e nei nostri fratelli, trans. monk Eliseo, 2 vols. (Monte Athos: Sacro Eremo 
dei Santi Apostoli Kerasìà, 2017).

29  These encounters served to reiterate the essence of Archimandrite Sophrony’s auto‑
biographical experience, the direct observation of his seen experience, especially with those 
who directly met or were under his spiritual guidance, others being nuns or fathers. As a 
further step in my research project, it will be shown that through personal conversations 
with monks who have themselves assumed the experience of the Prayer of the heart, one can 
strengthen both the accuracy of the landmarks of Fr. Sophrony’s spiritual experience and 
the assimilation of his spiritual testament into their own monastic existence and conception. 
The objective is to elucidate how these profound states of being, whose hidden laboratory 
is initially obscured by silent contemplation, acquire the capacity to articulate themselves 
after a protracted, tense and highly unpredictable anticipation. 

30  On the evidential warrant of such second‑person testimony in micro‑phenomenology, 
see Claire Petitmengin, “Describing One’s Subjective Experience in the Second Person,” 
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 5 (2006): 229–69; Natalie Depraz, “Husserlian 
Phenomenology in the Light of Microphenomenology,” in Husserl, Kant and Transcendental 
Phenomenology (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 505–22; Michel Bitbol, “La sphère d’intersubjectivité 
durant l’entretien micro‑phénoménologique,” Chroniques phénoménologiques, no. 11 (2018): 
66–71.
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to entering monasticism, the 18‑year‑old Sergei was already engaged in his 
own spiritual quest. He pursued courses with Wassily W. Kandinsky (1866‑
1944), a pioneering figure in abstract art, renowned for his interweaving of 
art and spirituality, drawing parallels with theosophical theories and the 
Gospel.  

This demonstrated his openness to such interweaving, emphasizing the 
significance of transcending visible realities through artistic expression and 
delving into the spiritual realm. “Such a pictorial grammar [...] will be con‑
structed not so much on the basis of physical laws [...] as on the laws of 
inner necessity, which we can safely designate as psychic. The innate sen‑
sitivity of the artist is precisely the talent of the Gospel, which must not be 
buried.”31 The sensibility for art and spirituality unites the two, the student 
and the Master, creating an opening towards the principle of inner necessity, 
as the only unchanging law of art.32 The various Oriental religions – e.g. 
Tibetan Buddhism, Hinduism, Shamanism, etc., will also provide a point 
of departure for reflections on the Master’s art. Furthermore, these reflections 
will be a point of departure in the group’s reflections around Kandinsky, 
while Sergei immerses himself in the study of painting and his inner path.  

With regard to the inner part of his emotions, it appears that during his 
time in Moscow, prior to 1922, he experienced an inner struggle to maintain 
a meditation devoid of a personal divinity, while simultaneously seeking 
a personal God as understood in one of the monotheistic religions. The 
deliberate choice to completely reset his psyche of any conceptual vision 
was almost the same as his search for pure painting33, as well as painting 
with a pure attitude, precisely in the sense of an epochē — by methodological 
analogy only — in comparison to both his art and his interiority, a condition 
for moving towards the creative demands of his master and friend 
Kandinsky. The pure state of mind, therefore, of interiority, which I would 
define as the natural predisposition even for the young artist Sergei, seems 
to converge34 towards the thesis of an open attitude before a spiritual horizon 

31  Wassily W. Kandinsky, Tutti gli scritti 2: Dello spirituale nell’arte; Scritti critici e autobiografici; 
Teatro; Poesie, ed. Philippe Sers (Milan: Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, 1974), 105–6.

32  Kandinsky, Tutti gli scritti 2, 38.
33  Pure painting refers to abstract painting. See Archimandrite Sophrony, Wisdom from 

Mount Athos (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1974), 13. For further technical 
and artistic details concerning the early years of Sergei and Kandinsky, refer to the compre‑
hensive study of Sister Gabriela, Seeking Perfection in the World of Art: The Artistic Path of 
Father Sophrony (Tolleshunt Knights, Maldon, Essex: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the 
Baptist, 2013), 59–70: “[…] The idea of ‘pure creativity’ fitted well with the eastern idea of 
losing oneself into nonexistence.” Gabriela, Seeking Perfection, 63.

34  “(Abstract art) engrossed me for two or three years (1918–1921) and led to the first 
theological thought to originate within my own mind […]. I soon realised that it was not 
given to me, a human being, to create from ‘nothing,’ in the way only God can create”; 
Archimandrite Sophrony, Wisdom from Mount Athos, 13–14. “[…] this very fact of immersing 

Quietness & Emotional Life



that he himself seeks. This convergence can be attributed to numerous per‑
sonal tensions, initially to achieve an ideal in abstract art, and subsequently 
to find an inner way, a spirituality manifested in his heart.  

It is noteworthy that in 1924, Sergei experienced his “first vision of the 
uncreated Light of Our Lord’s kingdom, shortly after Easter”. In this context, 
the alternation between the absent referent/object of Buddhist meditation, 
non‑Being, and the phases of a contingent tension in prayer, rather manifests 
a choice made in previous years, when he decided to become a monk. This 
latter state, it is argued, allows for a first glimpse of the “divine light”, or 
contact with a personal God, which is a topic he will discuss at length. His 
discussion will begin with the biography of his spiritual father, Saint Silouan 
the Athonite, in 1948. From a phenomenological perspective, as well as a 
theological standpoint, the distinct separation between the state of a vision 
of non‑being and a Personal God in the monastic experience has rarely been 
incorporated into phenomenological description.  

Theologians in the academic world establish their doctrinal framework 
and categories without being able to penetrate the experiential abyss to 
which they themselves could not be subjected. Indeed, both Silouan the 
Athonite’s discourse on his spiritual experience and Sophrony’s endeavour 
in Paris to magnetise their attention with it will result in an absolute indiffer‑
ence. A chasm is evident not only between phenomenology and the visual 
experience of the Uncreated Light or of the referent that is a personal God, 
but also within speculative, strictly intellectual theology. Conversely, Sergei’s 
experience facilitates access to the Absolute Being, incorporating his artistic 
perceptions into a theo‑phenomenological inquiry, the process by which 
an existing being emerges from a state of non‑being into the world: 

So it was that the thought of Absolute Being accompanied me 
constantly, and without this thought, all art, every phenomenon 
in life became devoid of meaning: if it is going to vanish tomor‑
row, and furthermore, in such a way that neither I, nor a person 
whom I love or whom I paint, will continue to exist…This 
seemed to me to be such an unacceptable absurdity that, in 
spite all difficulty, I nevertheless carried on thinking about the 
breakthrough into eternity, about a way out of these narrow 
confines of time and space. I remember how everything I looked 
at could captivate me so strongly that I utterly forgot everything 
else. It was an incomprehensible mystery: how this existing 
being can be born out of non‑being.35 

himself in abstract art helped Sergei Sakharov to make a ‘spiritual leap’ out of it on his own 
at a later date”; Gabriela, Seeking Perfection, 63.

35  Saint Sophrony the Athonite, Letters to His Family, trans. Sister Magdalen (Essex: 
Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the Baptist, 2023), 28.
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This is a common example of focusing on an object because of the loss 
of contact with an immediate experience, attention that leads back to pre‑
reflection, as described by scholar Claire Petitmengin.36 This type of attention 
is interesting to us because it is directed towards content that will be 
processed after an experience. Once this content is recognised and accessible 
to consciousness, it can be verbalised. How we see things depends on how 
we understand the experience and create meaning. This pre‑reflective state 
of mind is the source of surprise, as Depraz says, which is another reason 
for its consideration. 

Sophrony’s mindfulness of death  
and his charismatic despair 

The horrors of the wars and revolutions in Russia between 1922 and 
1925 provide a backdrop to his intense emotions, the background to the 
realities experienced by the protagonist, as well as the contemplation of 
death, or rather, the concrete perception of death and perpetual oblivion 
or the vision of the abyss. 37 These elements amalgamate in the soul of the 
young monk Sophrony on Mount Athos (1925). The transition from the 
state of an artist to that of a monk reflects a tension so pronounced that the 
artist himself38 compares it to the tense expression on the face of Michelangelo 
Buonarroti’s David, the famous statue now in the Galleria dell’Accademia, 
Florence. The notion of attaining a state of purity, the presence of profound 
inner drives, the pervasive sense of death, and a spiritual quest devoid of 
a classical catechised orientation, collectively represent a continuous and 
alternating series of emotions, avant‑planes, and arrière‑planes of distinct 
temporal periods and emotional rhythms, converging in a transformative 
process. 

Avant‑planes 

Sophrony Sakharov reveals an uncommonly unusual phenomenon: the 
contemplation of death, not only in the physical sense, but also in a manner 
that transcends the earthly perception of death, namely the contemplation 
of death in its eternal dimension, “the perpetual oblivion”, and “the vision 

36  Claire Petitmengin, “La dynamique pré‑réfléchie de l’expérience vécue,” Alter: Revue 
de phénoménologie 18 (2010): 165–166.

37  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 12.
38  “Father Sophrony had a special liking and respect for Michelangelo’s David. He con‑

sidered that the sculpting of the forehead was a unique example of expressed strength, 
tension and concentration. He used the structure of David’s forehead in his iconographic 
painting”; Sister Gabriela, Seeking Perfection in the World of Art, 76–77.
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of the abyss”.39 This is one of the many profound states included in his 
experience, sealed by silence for half a century, and which he faced living 
in his own flesh. This state is defined by the awareness, one by one, of the 
atrocities of Russia during the First World War, the Bolshevik Revolution, 
the Second World War, and the sufferings of all humanity. These sufferings, 
for which he prayed until the end of his life, are a testament to his profound 
spiritual experience. One of the aspects that I consider to be of interest for 
the purposes of investigation in this context, from a phenomenological 
point of view, more precisely the phenomenology of the emotions, are the 
terms of the underlying affective disposition that Natalie Depraz discusses 
in her volume Phénoménologie des émotions.40  

The present attempt at interpretation of Sophrony’s emotions will reflect 
mainly on the fluidity between states of tension, a basic disposition created 
in the soul through the vision of the abyss (or hell) that has not yet been 
sufficiently investigated from an emotional point of view, and a state of 
joy, recalling the negative and/or positive disposition of resilience itself, in 
Husserlian terms, also includes an acceptance of the heart that should not 
be ignored41 given the importance of the heart in hesychastic prayer. 
Emotional processes, Depraz continues, influence each other, overlap, or 
even coexist, being on different parallel planes – avant‑planes, arrière‑planes 
– or in distinct temporal rhythms.  

The analysis of this kind of alternation between the first plane and the 
background of emotional processes, found in the experience of hesychastic 
stillness, can bring St. Sophrony’s experience back to the centre of a phe‑
nomenological investigation, giving voice to the dynamics of emotions and 
their transformative character. In this regard, the sources provided herein 
are instrumental in facilitating such a reconstruction. Prior to the articulation 
of his spiritual testament, these profound inner states of being multiplied 
and amplified to such a degree that he declared: “[...] I reiterate, God is 
genuinely experienced as purifying fire or as Light that illuminates”.42 St. 
Sophrony argues that the mindfulness of death is in fact a special spiritual 
state, intensively recalled by the Fathers of the Church, and that to live with 
this state until the end of one’s life is a certain way of attracting divine 
grace.43  

I have thus sought to show that there are states of grace, such as the con‑
templation of death, covered by an absolute silence, which construct the 
horizon of meaning of the space of hesychasm, perhaps even the core of a 

39  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 12–13.
40  Depraz, “La place de la surprise…,” in Phénoménologie des émotions, 27–44.
41  Depraz, Phénoménologie des émotions, 30n11.
42  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 21.
43  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 17.
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negative theology, provided that it is invisible but manifest. This inner 
space, full of meaning, enveloping and transforming, is part of the effort to 
justify argumentatively the content of hesychastic silence in the research I 
have undertaken.  

The central problem, however, would be to be able to report here on the 
indelible experience of a great exponent such as Sophrony Sakharov, who 
at the same time lives and theorises his hesychastic experience, according 
to the strict canons of the word monastic experience, a monk who not only 
possesses an awareness of what he is experiencing, but becomes one of the 
greatest creators of “knowledge as entry into the very act of eternity”, as 
well as the way in which God himself makes him understand the accuracy 
of revelation: 

In this book [i.e. autobiography] I concentrate mainly on some 
of the happenings which were vouchsafed to me. But at the 
same time I think it important to stress how the whole course 
of my life in God convinces me that every lapse from right 
understanding of Revelation inevitably reflects on the mani‑
festations of our spirit in daily life. In other words – truly upright 
life depends on a proper understanding of God the Holy Trinity, 
as revealed to us firstly on the Mont Sinai, then through the 
incarnation of the Logos of the Father, and lastly, the descent 
of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. These three phases 
of revelation concerning the Triune Divinity our Church sees 
as the only truth. And they are the foundation on which I struc‑
tured my life from the first day of my return to Christ.44 

Arrière‑planes: surprise & world of life 

Contemplation of divine realities is possible only if one’s spirit 
is to some extent in harmony with the object of contemplation. 
How, indeed, could anyone in the clutches of pride expect the 
humble Holy Spirit to dwell in him? […] So then, it is only 
when a man consciously abides in the grace of the Holy Spirit 
that the vision of immortal glory and undying Light is vouch‑
safed to him. Every true vision of God is a gift from the High 
God making us participants in His life, granting us humility 
and peace, wisdom and knowledge, love and goodness.45 

One could consider the bracket of assumptions about objective reality 
and focus on the idea of how the object is constituted in subjective experience, 

44  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 9.
45  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 45.
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ultimately discovering the essential structures on which they are based. In 
the aforementioned discussion, the concept of mindfulness of death was 
explored, as theorised by Sophrony. This concept is defined as an experience 
that reflects a “world of life” (Lebenswelt), that is to say, the world as experi‑
enced and perceived by the subject in question. It is therefore observed that 
there is a transformative aspect, which manifests itself through the open 
spectrum of intersubjectivity. The aforementioned elements serve to render 
us participants in “… His life, bestowing upon us humility and peace, wis‑
dom and knowledge, love and goodness”. This bestows validity both upon 
surprise and the fundamental intersection between subjectivity and objec‑
tivity, an aspect that is essential in phenomenology. This intertwining also 
represents a “mutual recognition”, thereby triggering a sense of validity 
and authenticity of the lived experience.  

The qualities of wisdom, love, goodness and empathy are concomitant 
with a profound sense of self‑awareness, which is characterised by a sense 
of humility. This is understood to mean an acute awareness of one’s own 
limitations, which is mediated by the awareness of death. However, this 
awareness alone is insufficient if it remains limited to the individual ego; 
it requires responsibility towards others, the idea of co‑living with others. 
This process serves to reinforce the impression of authenticity.  

Authenticity is characterised by an existential position, in which actions, 
pragmatic decisions and individual values are examined. In the context of 
Sophrony’s experience of pain and profound sorrow, these emotions assume 
a particular significance as they suggest an encounter with a state in which 
the absolute despair does not obliterate the individual. Instead, this experi‑
ence enables the subject to attain a comprehensive awareness of themselves, 
the world, the cosmos and God Himself, as asserted by Sophrony. The fun‑
damental emphasis is placed on the individual undergoing the experience. 
When the experience reaches a reality that exceeds the physical world and 
drives towards an existential depth, there is a considerable possibility that 
the subject will develop a broad perspective of meaning. Sophrony, a monk 
who had achieved a high level of spiritual enlightenment, was convinced 
that beings should strive to attain a state of unity that reflected the accu‑
mulation of their lived experiences. The intersubjective dimension is thus 
emphasised, enabling the establishment of relationships with one’s com‑
munity, the world, and ultimately the divine. This topic will therefore be 
examined at a later stage. A further element that must be given full consid‑
eration is the absolute silence that has accompanied his experiences for a 
period of over five decades. This pervasive silence is an important aspect 
in fully understanding the nature of the experiences described. Indeed, the 
autobiography provides an eminently accurate reflection of the subject’s 
state of mind and experiences. As previously stated, the initial endeavour 
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to reintroduce the element of surprise in the tension related to Sophrony’s 
“mindfulness of death” from a phenomenological perspective entails a 
focus on the dynamics of the model proposed by the scholar Natalie Depraz: 
the first component is characterised by a state of concentration that is man‑
ifested in the form of duration and waiting; the second component is defined 
by the psycho‑physical intensity of shock; the third component is charac‑
terised by the emotional resonance of an aftermath.46  

The initial indications of acute tension emerged during a period when 
the memory of the millions of victims of the First World War and the 
Bolshevik Revolution was still vivid, and Sergei Sakharov was a young 
man between the ages of 18 and 22, as it was previously mentioned. The 
omnipresent image of mass death had a profound effect on him, to the 
extent that his thoughts appeared to be immobilised by the vision of destruc‑
tion, which was not confined to Russia, but was ubiquitous. As the sense 
of this tragic reality became more vivid, so too did his reflections on death. 
He asserts that:  

I lived in this state of great intensity for many years. I had a 
studio in Borby Square, and as I worked there at my painting 
I was to call it ‘easel‑art’, meaning it was merely commercial. 
My work on every landscape or portrait took hours and hours. 
And my thinking would be lost in the feeling of the mystery of 
nature. What usually happens is that people look at the objects 
– the sky, a house, a tree, people – simply to find orientation. 
But for me each one of these was an inexpressible mystery. It 
was a wonder to me – how this vision comes into being. […] 
Under this influence of feeling of beauty sometimes used to 
grow in me to such an extent that I completely lost awareness 
of time.47  

Evidently, a polarised affective dynamic is present. On the one hand, 
the subject is overwhelmed by the presence of death and questions its 
meaning. On the other hand, he allows himself to contemplate the beauty 
of his studio, completely unaware of time. The notion pertains to the 
transposition of the emotion‑attention model of surprise, which is char‑
acterised by its transition from a state of exterior provocation, engendering 
a potent internal response, to an internal state that engenders a chrono‑
logical awareness, thereby being initiated through the perception of beauty. 
It is evident that in this instance, a multimodal dynamic of surprise is 
present. This dynamic encompasses a series of reflections on the prospect 
of his own demise and the subsequent dissolution of his being into non‑

46  Depraz, Phénoménologie des émotions, 22–23.
47  Saint Sophrony the Athonite, Letters to His Family, 25.
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existence, a phenomenon that would occur without any discernible trace 
or indication of its occurrence. Once more, the condition of Sergei became 
virtually indistinguishable from the disastrous state of the world outside, 
on account of his identification with this general disaster, as he asserted.48 
In order to expand upon this modal dynamic of surprise, it is important 
to note that Sergei grapples with the theme of his own finitude, death, 
and, as a practitioner of Buddhist meditation,49 his non‑being. The phe‑
nomenon of an individual’s disappearance without leaving any trace 
would entail the extinction of every element related to their existence. 
These elements would include consciousness, memory, the entire cosmos, 
and even God:  

Perpetual oblivion, as the extinguishing of the light of con‑
sciousness, fills me with horror. This state of spirit settled in 
me, against my will. Everything that was happening in the 
world reminded me forcibly of the inevitability of an end to 
human history. A vision of the abyss was always there, only 
occasionally allowing me a moment’s peace. My ever‑increasing 
consciousness of death attained such force that the world, the 
whole world of ours, seemed like a mirage liable at any moment 
to vanish into everlasting void.50  

It is probable that this type of episode, unfolding in a sort of multiple 
emotional cascade, will evoke personal consciousness, as well as a broader 
awareness of death (a whole world ravaged by violence and death). 
Furthermore, it will also encompass the transition from personal history 
to the history of the memory of loved ones. The loss of any element of exis‑
tence, leading to the realisation of the demise of a divine entity – this opens 
up a range of phenomenological analyses. However, when assessing stupor, 
it is crucial to consider the evident resurgence of shock from its passive 
latency, the state in which the occurrence has become entrenched. In 
Husserlian terms, the phenomenon of reduction can be regarded as a form 
of mindful awareness, with attention being focused on the experience of 
death and the limits of subjectivity. The reflective stance enables a heightened 
awareness of mortality to be a constituent of lived experience. This approach 
will be analysed in the second part of the present project research, which 
is dedicated to embodiment and quietness. It can be posited that surprise 

48  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 11.
49  In neither the present author’s youth nor in his biography did Sophrony make any 

specific mention of the type of Buddhist meditation, an aspect which did not interest him 
when describing his emotional states. Nevertheless, it is this author’s conviction that the 
precision with which he delineates these emotional and spiritual states is noteworthy, to 
the extent that they can be assessed from a phenomenological perspective.

50  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 11.
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is itself structured upstream by attention, which is its condition of experi‑
ence51, as Natalie Depraz contends. Furthermore, in Sophrony’s description, 
this hypothesis appears to be applicable. 

[…] I contemplated death not only in the body, in death’s ter‑
restrial forms, but in eternity. So it was, passively, as it were, 
that profound being was uncovered in me. The material world 
lost its consistency, time its duration. I grew weary, not under‑
standing what was happening within me. At that stage I was 
still entirely ignorant of the teaching of the Fathers of the Church, 
and of their experience.52 

First, this testimony reveals a subtle temporal architecture of lived 
experience, in which the narrator demonstrates an awareness that allows 
him to delineate, with extreme clarity, the moments of transformation: 
the contemplation of death in his body, of death in its various earthly 
forms, and of eternity. The awareness of one’s own death triggers another 
moment that expands beyond measurable or historical temporal limits, 
towards a timeline that requires a peculiar state. In this timeline, the 
passive state corresponds to a spontaneous phenomenological reduction 
and an epochē in Husserlian terms. The contemplation of death in eternity 
is particularly “intriguing” in that it reveals a radicalized phenomenological 
attitude. The subject transcends an ordinary state of experience and indi‑
cates a temporal awareness that dissolves: “time lost its duration.” When 
duration dissolves, the ordinary temporal horizons of consciousness 
undergo radical transformation.53 This aligns with Husserl’s recognition 
that temporal consciousness is not merely psychological but transcendental, 
involving the deepest structures of intentional consciousness. The narrator’s 
passive reception of profound being suggests what Husserl identified as 
the hyletic dimension of consciousness — the deeper material layers of 
conscious life that provide the foundation for active intentional acts.  

This passive uncovering indicates a movement toward what Husserl 
called the transcendental ego, the deepest level of conscious constitution. 
Sophrony’s experience occurs in a state of ignorance regarding “the teaching 
of the Fathers of the Church” and their experience. This suggests an encounter 

51  Depraz, Phénoménologie des émotions, 25.
52  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 13.
53  Husserl’s time‑consciousness is the immanent, continuous flow through which con‑

sciousness constitutes temporal objects and itself, structured by retention, primal impression, 
and protention, and characterized by a self‑manifesting, intentional, and non‑objective tem‑
porality. See Edmund Husserl, Zur Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewußtseins (1893–1917), 
Husserliana X (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), 109. See also Veniero Venier, “The 
Silence of Becoming: Severino, Husserl and Time‑Consciousness,” Eternity & Contradiction: 
Journal of Fundamental Ontology 3, no. 5 (2021): 138–39.

Quietness & Emotional Life



with what phenomenology recognizes as pre‑reflective experience. The 
profound being revealed here emerges prior to conceptual frameworks or 
traditional spiritual interpretations. This aligns with Husserl’s concern with 
the lifeworld— the pre‑theoretical realm of experience that underlies all 
conceptual constructions. Sophrony encounters something fundamental 
before it becomes interpreted through established religious categories. This 
pre‑conceptual encounter with being suggests what Husserlian phenome‑
nology recognizes as the foundational level of experience.  

In this context, it is not deemed suitable to delve into the semantic intricacies 
of death in Husserlian or Heideggerian terms. However, it is possible to 
posit that the conceptualisation of death as an element of eternity could 
imply the transcendence of sensory limitations, thereby resulting in a domain 
of experience situated at the periphery of transcendence. It is imperative to 
contemplate the notion of finitude, while concomitantly maintaining a focal 
point on the subject of Sophrony’s genuineness in confronting his own 
finitude within a liminal state of consciousness, drawn into the perception 
of a continuous, infinite, crushing and hellish death. In this particular instance, 
the concept of creation, the universe, the notion of temporality, and even 
the existence of a divine being, are all perceived as manifestations of death. 
In this particular circumstance, death does not represent a boundary, but 
manifests itself as a fluid and boundless entity, an abyss that persists within 
a living consciousness: ”I could see it with my eyes in the ordinary way but 
in spirit I was moving over a bottomless abyss.”54 However, this contemplative 
approach to death is analogous to the radical questioning that is recognised 
by phenomenology as the catalyst for authentic philosophical inquiry. In 
this case, the theological outcome would be self‑awareness in the presence 
of eternal Being. The act of contemplation on this reading facilitates the dis‑
solution of ordinary attachments to temporal and material existence, thereby 
creating space for more fundamental disclosures. 

The integration of somatic (weariness), temporal (duration loss), material 
(consistency dissolution), and ontological (profound being) dimensions 
suggest what phenomenology recognizes as the holistic character of authentic 
spiritual experience. This multidimensional complexity resists reduction 
to purely psychological or purely metaphysical categories.  

Mindfulness of death, despair,  
and the vision of the abyss 

The foregoing analysis can now be gathered and sharpened with the 
help of the Essex testimony, which lets the same states be characterised 
more precisely. The affective ground of Sophrony’s most intense states is 

54  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 12.
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the contemplation of death — not death in its ordinary sense but, as he 
says, “perpetual oblivion,” the “vision of the abyss.” It is important to char‑
acterise this ground correctly, because its temporal shape is not what a 
hasty reading might suppose. By Sophrony’s own description the condition 
“settled in me, against my will,” and “a vision of the abyss was always 
there.”55 That is the profile of a mood — a settled, durative attunement that 
colours everything — rather than of a sudden shock. Depraz’s phenome‑
nology of emotions supplies exactly the vocabulary for such a ground, with 
its foreground and background processes, its avant‑plans and arrière‑plans 
(the near and far planes of feeling) that overlap and run at different rhythms; 
the mindfulness of death is best read as the deep background against which 
Sophrony’s sharper experiences stand out.56 

The Essex testimony refines this ground in a way no published source 
quite does. The same member of the community distinguishes two despairs 
that can wear the same dress. Psychological despair “leads to the destruction 
of the person”; spiritual despair, by contrast, “becomes the inspiration of 
the ascetic life” — repentance, prayer, sacrifice — so that one “never loses 
communion with God again.” Far from inducing despair, they insist, the 
Jesus Prayer is “the best preparation” against it, “for where Christ is, 
despair is not”; and they add a clinical caution, that the first sign of self‑
pity must be distinguished from repentance, since the two are easily con‑
fused.57 This is not a pious gloss but an analytic distinction the article 
needs: it separates the abyss that destroys from the abyss that, traversed 
in prayer, becomes generative — and it locates Sophrony’s “charismatic 
despair,” and the community member’s own long experience of what they 
call hell, on the second side of that line. 

Against this durative ground the punctual events stand out all the 
more sharply. Sophrony recalls how the omnipresent image of mass death 
— the First World War, the Bolshevik Revolution — could give way, with‑
out warning, to a beauty that made him “lose awareness of time” before 
the things of his studio.58 Here a polarity of feeling is plainly at work: 
dread and wonder, the dissolution of the world and an absorption that 
suspends its passing. The analysis of such reversals belongs to the next 
step, where the durative mood gives way to the punctual structure of sur‑
prise. 

55  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 9.
56  Depraz and Gyemant, Phénoménologie des émotions, 22–44; on foreground/background 

(avant‑plans / arrière‑plans) and the dynamics of antinomic emotions.
57  A member of the monastic community at St John the Baptist Monastery, Essex, in con‑

versation with the author, 25 April 2025: psychological despair “leads to the destruction of 
the person”; spiritual despair “becomes the inspiration of the ascetic life,” and the Jesus 
Prayer is “the best preparation” against despair, “where Christ is, despair is not.”

58  Sakharov, We Shall See Him as He Is, 21.
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Surprise, the heart, and the Uncreated Light 

Depraz analyses surprise as a dynamic in three moments: a state of con‑
centration that takes the form of waiting; the psycho‑physical shock of an 
irruption; and the emotional resonance of an aftermath that reorganises 
one’s sense of time and self.59 The model is built for the punctual — for the 
event that breaks the very anticipation it rides upon — and it is to Sophrony’s 
punctual experiences, not to his settled dread, that it properly applies. His 
first vision of the Uncreated Light, “shortly after Easter” in 1924, and the 
sudden suspensions of time before beauty are surprises in this exact sense; 
the mindfulness of death is their background, not itself a surprise. 
Distinguishing the two registers — the mood that abides and the surprise 
that erupts — resolves a strain that an undifferentiated reading would 
carry, and it aligns the analysis with Depraz’s own account of the time‑
embeddedness of surprise and anticipation. 

Two features of these surprises deserve emphasis. The first is that their 
emotional valence cannot be fixed in advance. Sophrony’s overwhelming 
joy is shot through with “smallness,” a humility that is received rather than 
achieved — which is precisely Steinbock’s point about surprise, that it may 
interweave with the moral emotions and so resist being scored as simply 
positive or negative.60 The second is that surprise is at once conditioned by 
attention and destructive of it: a settled vigilance prepares the ground, yet 
the shock, when it comes, breaks the forward‑running expectation that vig‑
ilance had built. Both moments are legible in the sources, and they are 
legible above all in the body. The account, by the same member of the com‑
munity, of hearing Sophrony recite the Prayer in the chapel renders the 
structure almost musically: the name pronounced slowly, syllable by syllable, 
with the tension rising toward “Son of God,” then a pause, and then the 
fall — “have mercy upon me, a sinner” — sustained for some twenty 
minutes, in a voice that, they say, “inscribed the name in the mark of my 
bones.”61 Concentration, shock, resonance: the prayer’s own prosody enacts 

59  Natalie Depraz, “Surprise, Valence, Emotion: The Multivectorial Integrative Cardio‑
Phenomenology of Surprise,” in Surprise: An Emotion?, ed. Natalie Depraz and Anthony J. 
Steinbock, Contributions to Phenomenology 97 (Cham: Springer, 2018), chap. 2; on the time‑
embeddedness of surprise and anticipation, Natalie Depraz, Lucidité du corps: de l’empirisme 
transcendantal en phénoménologie, Phaenomenologica 160 (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001).

60  Anthony J. Steinbock, “Surprise as Emotion: Between Startle and Humility,” in Depraz 
and Steinbock, Surprise: An Emotion?: “the valence cannot be specified in advance.” On 
givenness and the vocative relation, Steinbock, It’s Not About the Gift: From Givenness to 
Loving (London: Rowman & Littlefield International, 2018).

61  A member of the monastic community at St John the Baptist Monastery, Essex, in con‑
versation with the author, 25 April 2025: the chapel recitation, name by name, with rising 
tension toward “Son of God,” a pause, then the fall, “have mercy upon me, a sinner,” for 
some twenty minutes — a voice that “inscribed the name in the mark of my bones.”
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the very dynamic the phenomenology describes, and it is observed here in 
the second person, in a body affected by another’s. 

It is at the contemplation of the Uncreated Light that the strongest phe‑
nomenological category, and the strongest temptation, arrive together. The 
Light is reported as non‑objectifiable, exceeding any concept that would 
contain it — the formal signature of what Marion calls the saturated phe‑
nomenon, a phenomenon given with an intuitive excess that overwhelms 
the intention directed at it.62 The category is genuinely illuminating, and it 
is retained; but it is retained under an explicit restriction. It is used to typify 
how the Light is given — as overflow rather than as object — and not to 
certify what is given. To take the further step, from “the phenomenon gives 
itself” to “God gives himself,” would be to do exactly what the method‑
ological restraint adopted here forbids, and what the critics of the theological 
turn (notably Dominique Janicaud) rightly diagnose as importing a tran‑
scendent conclusion under phenomenological cover. The same restraint 
applies to Husserl’s own language of “the absolute,” on which the second 
epigraph leans. Husserl uses that word in several senses — transcendental 
consciousness, the teleology of reason, a “divine entelechy” — none of 
which is simply the God of dogmatic theology;63 the bridge from the phi‑
losopher’s absolute to the monk’s personal God must be argued, not assumed. 
Sophrony, reported by the same member of the community, makes the very 
distinction from the other side: “Being is Person,” he says, “not a supra‑
personal Absolute.” The phenomenologist may describe the Person’s given‑
ness; that Being is Person is the tradition’s confession, not the method’s 
conclusion. 

Conclusion: questioning quietness 

What, then, can a prolonged quietness convey once it finally breaks 
into speech? On the evidence gathered here, the deep silence of hesychast 
prayer is not an emptiness but a density: a “horizon of silence,” to borrow 
Husserl’s phrase analogically rather than strictly, and a “silence of the 
to‑be‑said,” in Dauenhauer’s terms, in which more is present than can be 
uttered at once. To question such a quietness is not to break it but to let 
it articulate itself after a long and unpredictable wait — as the carbonised 

62  Jean‑Luc Marion, Étant donné: essai d’une phénoménologie de la donation (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1997), §§21–24 (the saturated phenomenon); Marion, De surcroît: 
études sur les phénomènes saturés (Paris: PUF, 2001).

63  Gábor Marosán, “Levels of the Absolute in Husserl,” Husserl Studies 37 (2021): on the 
several senses of “the absolute” in Husserl, none simply identical with the God of dogmatic 
theology. Sophrony’s own formula, reported by the same member of the community (25 
April 2025), is the converse claim from within the tradition: “Being is Person, not a supra‑
personal Absolute.”
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scroll of Her culaneum yields its text to a scan it could never have antici‑
pated. 

The phenomenology of the emotions lends that articulation a grammar: 
a durative mindfulness of death in the background, the punctual surprises 
that erupt against it, a valence in which joy is interwoven with smallness, 
and a resonance carried in the heart and in the body. What this study has 
sought to describe is the manner in which the abyss, the Light, and the 
Presence were given; what was there to be seen it leaves, deliberately, to 
the theological tradition and to the reader. Between the phenomenological 
description and the tradition’s confession there is a chasm, and the discipline 
adopted here has been to respect it rather than to cross it under phenome‑
nological cover. The further studies announced under this title — on embodi‑
ment and on the prayer of the heart — will continue the description without 
crossing that chasm, returning, as this one has, from the printed page to 
the living voice in which quietness first consents to be questioned. 
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