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The following article is based on extracts of letters and correspondence of the late saintly Pope
Kyrillos VI on the topic of "Seclusion". While mainly addressed to monks, the article still speaks
loudly to those of us living in this fast-paced world who are in desperate need of learning about
silence and spiritual solitude...it is in such silence that we hear the voice of God ("Be still, and know
that I am God" - Psalm 46:10).

On Seclusion
Inspired by the HolySpirit, Jeremiah the Prophet spoke about solitude and seclusion insimple but meaningful
words. Pope Kyrollos VI chose some of these wordsand used them in a letter's introduction he sent to a
monk: 

"I said, 'O, that I had wings like a dove for then would I fly awayand be at rest, then would I wander far off,
and remain in thewilderness'." 

"This I recall to my mind, therefore have I hope. Through theLord's mercies we are not consumed, because
His compassions fail not.They are new every morning; great is Your faithfulness. 'The Lord is myportion',
says my soul, 'therefore I hope in Him'! The Lord is good tothose who wait for Him, to the soul who seeks
Him. It is good that oneshould hope and wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord It is goodfor a man to bear
the yoke in his youth. Let him sit alone and keepsilent, because God has laid it on him." (Lamentations
3:21-28). 

Pope Kyrollos VI explains solitude through the sayings of the holy fathers: 

"St. Isaac the Great said, 'In older times, our holy fathersencouraged everyone, men, women, children, the
elderly and the simpleminded, to live in peace. Whoever, among the brothers, the monks, wantsto please our
Lord Jesus Christ, should believe in the promises of ourLord. He should protect himself from the Lord's wrath
by maintainingsilence, fearing nothing, depending on and hoping in His grace. Thespirit of the Psalms will
comfort and encourage him. Those who are inseclusion, maintaining silence, and trusting in the Lord, should
fearnothing. As Jerusalem is surrounded by mountains, so Christ, our Lordsurrounds us; and whoever puts
his trust in the Lord, the grace of theSpirit will surround him. 'The angel of the Lord encamps all aroundthose
who fear Him, and delivers them'. (Psalm 34:7). Each of us has aguardian angel that saves us, prays for us,
enlightens our mind, andgives us spiritual insights. He, who lives in solitude andtranquillity, is surrounded by
the grace of our Lord. An angel alwaysguards him, comforts him, and guides him. Blessed be our Lord
JesusChrist who gave us the gift of silence. Blessed is the hermit who lovesthe Lord and abides in Him, and
accepts troubles with forbearance inorder to gain eternal life'." 

"My beloved, through the grace of God, I shall continue writing toyou of the glories of this path. To walk in this
path, in conformitywith the laws of the fathers, one will gain unspeakable joys. One'sheart will always be
comforted. One will be free from sorrow and grief,enjoying happiness and joy. In comparison, all the worldly
joys andpleasures are worth nothing. God is able to provide us with this giftthrough His grace and not through
our works or righteousness." 
Pope Kyrollos VI related his personal experience to his sons, the monks, should they wish to follow in the
path that he took: 

"I have become accustomed to a life of solitude, and yearning forthis life, I was driven towards it again. On
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my way to the monastery,our Lord Christ guided me to a cave in the mountain that was carved outby the late
Hegomen Sarabamoun. I took one of the laborers with me andhad it cleaned so that I may live in it. It is
difficult for me todescribe what happened during my first night there. I felt that theenemy had gathered all his
forces to battle against a weak man likemyself. I was filled with fear, for man's nature is weak, as I
heardterrible sounds' and fearful quakes. But, with God's care as aninvisible power, I was encouraged,
remembering, 'Fear not, for theythat are with you are more than they that are against you'. As theProphet
David said, 'I have set the Lord always before me, because Heis at my right hand, I will not be moved.
Therefore, my heart is glad,and I rejoice at His glory' .The next day, the monks came and wanted tobring me
back to the monastery against my wishes, but they failed. Theysent a telegram to the patriarch, and another
one to the president.After strong opposition from all, the patriarch agreed that I couldstay in the cave. I thank
the Lord for His mercies.
 
"I walked, through God's grace, along this path. I would goweekly to the monastery to partake of the divine
mysteries, and obtainmy ration. During my stay in the cave, I met with severe wars andopposition from the
devil." 

His Holiness replied to one of the brothers who had written himregarding the dangers of seclusion, and the
consequences of making sucha rash decision without sufficient thought or guidance, "You asked, 'Doyou
want to sit alone in a cave to seek fame, the praise of people, andhigh esteem'? How can you say this? If I
wished this, I would havecontinued at the monastic ecclesiastical college to be famous in thesciences and
other fields, thereby attaining high status. You said,'You are full of envy, and you cannot bear to see others in
a higherstatus that you'. It is good for a man to escape far away so as not toenvy his brother. You asked, 'Is
this a way to escape working in themonastery'? You made several other comments that I am unable to
repeat.In conclusion, you said that you are worried about the troubles thatwill besiege me. God forbid! What
are you so worried about? Am I betterthan any of my colleagues, or the sons of the kings who dwelt in
caves,or our forefathers of whom I am not as worthy as the dust on theirfeet? No, a thousand times no! I am
not worthy to compare myself to theleast, the smallest, the most despised monk of all monasteries and,permit
me to say, that I am not even worthy to be equal to a wilddonkey. Do you know why I want to live in a cave?
No, you do not. Butyou judge according to appearances, for what man knows the thoughts ofanother man
save the Spirit that dwells within him? Do I want to dwellin the cave because I am holier than the other
monks? No, but I desiredthis path, as one of the fathers said, because a monk who finds himselffaced with
wars and battles, should have tranquillity in his cave inorder to conquer evil thoughts. If you experienced the
wars that facedme, you would agree with what this father said of his own experiences.I have had the idea of
dwelling in the cave for nearly three years now.Whenever I thought about it, my heart felt terror, and my
whole bodytrembled with fear. These thoughts haunted me frequently, leading me toexperience unbelievable
dejection and concern. I lacked the courage totake such a step. Do you know the reason why I celebrated
many DivineLiturgies? I was pleading with God, night and day, to guide meaccording to His will. Do you know
why I traveled to Sohag? It was myintent to dwell in a cave not in the monastery. Do you know the reasonI
left school (of divinity) when our great pope allowed me to choosebetween the monastery and the cave? It
was for the same reason; Iwanted to dwell in a cave. This information is for you so that you areno longer
disturbed about this matter. " 

"I am going to stay in the monastery and pray and beseech JesusChrist to look upon me with His mercy and
to prepare the way for me. Isought the opinions of the faithful fathers, I revealed my thoughts tothem, I
searched the books of the saints and, I celebrated the DivineLiturgy in the monastery. I hope that God will
facilitate this matteraccording to His will. Whatever may come from the enemy, may the Lordcause it to fail.
Rest assured and do not reflect upon on this mattertoo much. Leave it in God's hands, for man cannot
prevent anything thatthe Lord has ordained to happen." 

"I do appreciate your love and kindness, but remember I am God'sservant. Am I a servant to a cruel and
domineering master? No, I servea merciful Master and a great God, and no power under the sun
canchallenge Him. He will help me complete my course in life well. 'Castyour burden upon the Lord, and He
shall sustain you'. 'Blessed arethose who trust in God, fear not...'" 
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Pope Kyrollos VI experiencedand walked in solitude. He understood the value of the heavenly comforthermits
received when they walked in the Lord's path, followed the leadof the forefathers and accepted the counsel in
the books of the saints.He was pleased with every monk who wanted to become a hermit. He helpedthem to
fulfill this by supporting them with letters and guidance. 

Hegomen Mina the Hermit (Pope Kyrollos VI) sent the followingletter to Hegomen Mina of St. Samuel's
Monastery. In the letter, he wasrecommending a monk who had come to him seeking permission to become
ahermit. "I introduce to you Father ___________, our beloved brother,who wishes seclusion. I am interested
in having his request granted. Ihope that you will approve his request and permit him to dwell in thecave that
is near the monastery .God will reward you in heaven. I amconfident that you will take care of our beloved
brother, Father___________. Try your best to facilitate this matter. God guideseveryone's life in accordance
with His good will. He enlightens our wayso that we may not fall and reach our heavenly home safely." 

Pope Kyrollos encouraged the monks to walk the solitary path ofseclusion. He wrote, "It is good for a man
that he bear the yoke in hisyouth. Saint Isaac, in wisdom said, 'Love seclusion, even if you areincapable of
experiencing its full benefits. One prayer that a man saysin seclusion is better than a hundred prayers said
with a crowd. Anyonewho is aware of his sins knows that seclusion is better than benefitingthe whole world
with his appearance. He who cries over his sins inseclusion is better than the one who raises the dead by his
prayer'. Healso said, 'To sleep one night in seclusion is better than working ahundred days among people'. 

"Blessings, grace and peace from God our Father, and the Lord JesusChrist our Redeemer and Savior, and
the Holy Spirit our Guide andComforter. My beloved sons, whom I truly love, I was very pleased tohear of
your desire for seclusion. I greatly thanked our Lord forgiving you this great blessing. Truly, the most difficult
struggle ispatience and acceptance of God's ordinances. It is true that ourforefathers encouraged solitude.
They gave these orders and strictlystressed them. St. Isaac said, 'Those who left the world and went tothe
monastery should, after staying a while, serve in the community,learn the tradition of monasticism, and bear
anything that befallsthem. After that, God's grace grants them the gift of solitary life,should they feel the
calling to do so with God's help. The monk shouldensure that his motivation to lead the solitary life is pure
and notthe result of his lusts or aspirations. He must ascertain that God'sgrace is guiding him. A condition of
a hermit's life is that hismotivation is pure and not the coveting of gifts or praise by people,or worldly honor.
He should be remorseful of his sins. He should humblehimself, and remain in his cave, lest he become a
stumbling-block topeople. Seclusion is not for practicing virtues, for living within acommunity can also
encourage the practice of virtues. Rather, seclusionis to allow the heart to remain silent and calm. There are
three opendoors, which if they become well secured, will allow us to see Christ:the door on a monk's physical
shelter, the door on thoughts and senses,and the door on the heart. Without the closing the first door, it
isimpossible to acquire the second; without the second, it is impossibleto acquire the third. Being inside the
cave helps guard the senses andthoughts resulting in a pure and quite heart. When purity of heart isattained,
one can see God. There is so much more that I could say andwrite about the benefits of solitude, yet time will
not allow me. Thebenefits of solitude far exceed those of living amongst people. Bestrong and happy, trusting
in God's grace all you who lead the solitarylife." 

Pope Kyrollos VI concludes his letter, "Great is the gift you havereceived, that is, solitude. Yes, my son, the
blessings of solitude arevery great. But, we should never forget the difficult wars facing thosewho proceed in
this path; fear at night, grief and sadness by day,persecution by the devils and their tricks. He offers wisdom
from theBible: 'The Lord keeps you'. 'The sun shall not smite you by day, northe moon by night'. 'Do not fear,
I am with you'. 'Have courage, and Heshall strengthen your heart'. 'Be strong and of a good courage; fearnot'.
'Those who are with us are more than those who are against us'.'The Lord is my strength and my salvation,
whom shall I fear'. 

"The first condition of a life of solitude is motivation that ispure; the second is prayer of the canonical hours,
and the third is thesupport of a spiritual guide. These three conditions are essential. Ifthe second and third
conditions cannot be readily fulfilled, thenadhering to the first condition becomes of greater importance. 
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"My sons, walk in reliance upon the Lord's blessings being verycareful of every step we take. Study the books
and the teachings of thesaints, because they function as our guidance during these times. Weshould walk
quietly step by step, not too rushed, or coveting therewards of the hermits. The rewards that the hermits
receive, certainlyare the result of extensive struggles to the extent of shedding theirblood. These rewards are
not manifested immediately, rather throughperseverance and long suffering. A youth once approached an
elder andcomplained to him of his trials and tribulations. The elder beheld theyouth and said, 'My son you are
young and God would not permit that youenter into temptation' .The youth said, 'Yes, I am indeed a youth,
butthe trials and tribulations of strong men befall me'. The elder said tohim, 'Keep silent, the Lord loves you'.
The youth said, 'How can Helove me, when I taste death every day'? The elder replied, 'The Lordwill grant
you the gift of peace and joy. My son, I want you to knowthat during my thirty years of seclusion, not a single
day passedwithout trials and tribulations. But, I tell you, after the firsteighteen years, I began to feel rest with
the Lord, and now, afterthirty years, this feeling has grown. The peace and joy in God that oneis granted, is
boundless. Today, when I begin my service, my mind is inheaven with God. The struggle of few days can
result in the acquisitionof great blessing'. The youth was comforted by these words. He acceptedhis struggles
and the Lord granted him peace. 

"I entreat you my sons, in the name of love, to walk quietly and inhumility, for, 'God grants grace unto the
lowly'. May the Lord Almightygrant you the spirit of wisdom and understanding. May the Lord send theangel
of peace to surround you and save you from the snares of theenemy. Finally, may He enlighten your path. I
ask that you pray for usbefore the throne of His glory. I pray to see you so that together wemay be comforted
in faith. The grace of our Lord be with you. Accept mysalutation."

Visit http://www.coptichymns.net/ for more articles and the largest library of Coptic hymns on the Internet!
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