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The Eight Thoughts: Spiritual 
Direction with Evagrius and  

John Cassian - Part VIII                        
Vainglory: The Un-Real Thought                                      

For a full year, each month there will appear in this Newsletter a new 
article for what will eventually become a multi-chapter booklet entitled 
“The Eight Thoughts: Spiritual Direction with Evagrius and John 
Cassian.” In the end, I hope it will be a resource for progress towards 
purity of heart in the Christian life of all who read it!                                 
Fr. Paul Rivard+

Of all the “eight thoughts” perhaps the most 
difficult to defeat is vainglory. Vainglory is the punching 
bag that comes back with equal force no matter how 
hard you hit it. 

In the English language, of course, vainglory is a 
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A Prayer For Our 
Country 

Almighty God, who hast given 
us this good land for our 
heritage; We humbly beseech 
thee that we may always prove 
ourselves a people mindful of 
thy favor and glad to do thy 
will. Bless our land with 
honorable industry, sound 
learning, and pure manners. 
Save us from violence, discord, 
and confusion; from pride and 
arrogancy, and from every evil 
way. Defend our liberties, and 
fashion into one united people 
the multitudes brought hither 
out of many kindreds and 
tongues. Endue with the spirit 
of wisdom those to whom in 
thy Name we entrust the 
authority of government, that 
there may be justice and peace 
at home, and that, through 
obedience to thy law, we may 
show forth thy praise among 
the nations of the earth. In the 
time of prosperity, fill our hearts 
with thankfulness, and in the 
day of trouble, suffer not our 
trust in thee to fail; all which we 
ask through Jesus Christ our 
Lord. Amen.  (BCP p.36)
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combination of the two words “vain” and “glory.” Most 
people correctly understand the word “vain” to mean 
empty or meaningless, but the word “glory” is harder to 
grasp. The best way to define it is to say that glory 
means weight, substance, or even being. A great castle 
or mountain is glorious because of its immensity. 
Masterpiece artworks are glorious because of their 
powerful and weighty aesthetic effect or their place of 
significance in human expression. We do not speak of a 
two-bedroom 
apartment, a 
little hill, or 
kitschy art as 
“glorious” 
because there 
is just not 
much there. 
Vainglory 
then is a 
paradoxical 
word. It means empty-substance, light-weight, and non-
being.  

As Christians, we understand the Holy Trinity, the 
Godhead, to be the summit and pinnacle of glory. 
When asked by what name He should be called, God 
said to Moses, “I am that I am.” God is the source and 
substance of all things. He is the only self-
authenticating uncreated Being in existence and all 
things depend on God to exist. Vainglory is a tenacious 
challenger to God’s glory. It is the temptation to accept 
imitation as reality and to grasp for oneself what can 
only be given by God. It poses particular difficulty to 
people seeking to make progress in the spiritual life; 
and so, vainglory was of special concern to Evagrius and 
Cassian who wrote to earnest Christians of the fourth 
and fifth centuries.

In the more common discussion of the “seven 
deadly sins,” the “thought” of vainglory is subsumed 
under the general sin of pride. Pride is treated as the 
prime sin, even at times by Evagrius and Cassian 
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Happy 50th           
Jack and Debby 

Bowdle! 

 On July 11, Jack and Debby 
Bowdle will celebrate their 
50th wedding anniversary! 
Congratulations! The happy 
couple are taking a short 
vacation to mark the event so 
please offer them your own 
best wishes when you see 
them next.   

 O God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, bless these thy 
servants, and sow the seed of 
eternal life in their hearts; that 
whatsoever in thy holy Word 
they shall profitably learn, they 
may in deed fulfill the same. 
Look, O Lord, mercifully upon 
them from heaven, and bless 
them. And as thou didst send 
thy blessing upon Abraham 
and Sarah, to their great 
comfort, so vouchsafe to send 
thy blessing upon these thy 
servants; that they obeying thy 
will, and always being in safety 
under thy protection, may 
abide in thy love unto their 
lives’ end; through Jesus Christ 
our Lord. Amen. 
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themselves, who both place that sin as the final and 
eighth thought. Pride is vainglory in full flower, but 
that penultimate thought of vainglory is more subtle 
and more wily in its nature. 

While in pursuit of virtue, the common Christian 
may undertake a fast. Cassian wrote, “If a person fasts 
openly, he is struck with vain boastfulness; if he 
conceals it out of disdain for boastfulness, he is struck 
with the same vice of pride” (Institutes 11.4). Another 
Christian may try to take on a discipline of quiet in 
order to hear God better and keep out of the limelight. 
“Lest he be sullied by the contamination of vainglory, 
he avoids saying 
too many prayers 
under the gaze of 
the brothers; and, 
although he does 
this secretly and no 
one is aware of his 
deed, he does not 
escape the stings of 
vanity” (Institutes 
11.4).

All the other 
vices weaken when 
they have been 
overcome, “But 
when this one has 
been thrown down it 
rises again to fight more violently, and when it is 
thought to be destroyed it recovers, all the more alive 
for having died. . . . [T]his one pursues its conquerors 
all the more hotly and the more forcefully it has been 

struck the more vehemently does it wage its assault in the very pride of victory” (Institutes 
11.7). 

By now you see the problem and the paradox. Vainglory is like a shadow. When you 
set out to lead a holy life, vainglory is following you, suggesting how much holier you are 
than others for having set foot on that path. Before any actual progress is made, you are 
tempted to imagine vain congratulations for the glory of simply intending to make 
progress. 
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Poerschmann 
Family Moving Back 

to Florida 

     Within the last several 
weeks Bob and Treva 
Poerschmann, along with Brian 
and Matthew, have decided to 
move back to Florida for the 
warmer climate and, more 
importantly, to be closer to 
family. The Poerschmanns have 
worked especially hard at Saint 
George’s through cleaning, 
ushering, and carpentry. They 
have volunteered for the 
Memorial Garden Committee, 
coffee hour crew, pancake 
supper, and for other needs, 
while Treva has also dutifully 
served on the Vestry and as the 
Junior Warden.  

     You will truly be missed and 
we pray God will bless you 
with a new church home soon!   
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Should you shake that early trick off as deception 
and actually succeed in a prolonged and well kept fast, 
vainglorious thoughts will try to ruin the discipline by 
filling your mind with ideas of your actual superiority 
to lesser people. A fast for repentance mutates into self-
righteousness; and without careful attention, the 
sanctified one becomes sanctimonious and generally 
unbearable to be around. People flocked to Jesus just to 
be near Him; but when a vainglorious Christian 
approaches, everyone groans.   

So far, you have heard the bad news. That is, 
vainglory relentlessly pursues the soul in even the most 
modest of its inklings towards God. It sullies and ruins 
attempts at virtue through injecting a kind of 
delusional self-satisfaction that suggests to look into 
the mirror is to gaze upon greatness, holiness, even 
sainthood. What you have not heard yet is the good 
news. There are strategies for victory.

In our ongoing discussion of the “eight thoughts,” 
at least two “thoughts” have been shown to have 
a double nature. That is, anger and sadness both 
have the potential to mean either capitulation to 
sin or the beginning of repentance towards 
righteousness. Vainglory is another one of these 
unique double-natured “thoughts” that can be 
used as a weapon against sin. Evagrius 
commented first of all, “It is difficult to escape 
the thought of vainglory, for what you do to rid 
yourself of it becomes for you a new source of 
vainglory” (Praktikos 30). However, he goes on to 
expose its weakness as he says, “I have noted 
that the demon of vainglory is pursued by 
almost all the demons and with the fall of its 
pursuers it shamelessly comes forward and 
displays for the [Christian] the grandeur of his 
virtues” (Praktikos 31). In other words, vainglory is not a team player! Out of pure 
narcissism, vainglory rejoices to see the other vices defeated. 

Evagrius does not waste time in exploiting this weakness to develop a strategy. He 
begins with an example. “The demon of vainglory is opposed to the demon of 
fornication, and it is impossible for them to attack the soul at the same time, since the 
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Did You Know? 

That July services at St. 
George’s have seen the 
return of bulletins and 
lectors? 

That because of COVID-19, 
both the APA Provincial and 
the APA-Diocese of the 
Eastern United States Synods 
have been canceled?  

That Trent Payne has begun a 
year of aspirancy discerning a 
call to the diaconate, that he 
got a new job at Belmont 
Abbey College and that, 
though they will remain at St. 
George’s, he and Lisa have 
already moved on campus?
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former promises honors and the latter is the forerunner 
of dishonor. Therefore, if one of these approaches and 
presses hard upon you, then fashion within yourself the 
thoughts of the opposing demon. And if you should be 
able, as the saying goes, to knock out one nail with 
another, know that you are near the frontiers of 
impassibility…” (Praktikos 58). 

The thinking is this. In many ways vainglory is the 
enemy of the other thoughts because a vainglorious 
person cannot abide being perceived as gluttonous, 
lustful, greedy, 
angry, and so on. 
As a consequence, 
vainglory can be 
used as a blunt 
weapon against 
the others. It is 
not the height of 
spiritual maturity, 
but getting the 
demons to strive 
against each other 
is a start towards 
not letting any of 
them strive against you. For reasons stated above, 
vainglory is a tendency for Christians trying to lead 
holy lives. Why not just admit it and capitalize on the 
benefits? 

A young Christian man who was raised in a 
Christian home may not have been exposed to the 
potential depths of sin; and as a result, he may develop 
an air of vainglory. Well, there it is. But I would rather 
have that young man working to tamp down the fires of 

pride than wrestling with greed and fornication and despair 
and anger. Vainglory, in measured doses, can be turned to serve spiritual health and 
wellness when handled with great care. 

Evagrius suggests this strategy only as a first defense. If you are caught in lustful 
thoughts, imagine those thoughts shouted from the rooftops and suddenly vainglory and 
lust are fighting each other rather than you. However, there is a further means by which 
vainglory may not only be manipulated, but truly defeated. This is a simple solution that 
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The Need for     
More Parking:    

Remember That? 

 We have been in the midst 
of COVID-19 measures since 
the middle of March. Though it 
is only July, it feels hard to 
remember the days when we 
had a real parking problem at 
St. George’s! When all services 
and classes were running 
without inhibition, a Sunday at 
St. George’s might find you 
searching for a place to put 
your car! 

 With the completed 
purchase of the one acre lot on 
the Fire Station side of the 
church, plans had begun to 
formulate for the expansion of 
our parking lot at the 
beginning of this year. With 
optimism about returning to 
normalcy in the near future, a 
small committee has been 
developed to continue 
investigating what would be 
needed to make that happen.
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requires tremendous maturity. The solution is 
cultivating a knowledge of God and developing the 
desire to experience His true glory. “The person who 
has attained [this] knowledge and enjoys the pleasant 
fruit that derives from it will no longer be persuaded 
by the demon of vainglory, even if it should bring 
before him all the pleasures of the world. For what 
greater than spiritual contemplation could it 
promise?” (Praktikos 32). The only circumstance where 
vainglory completely loses its power to automatically 
regenerate is in the presence of God’s glory. In the 
light of true glory, the shadow of vainglory disappears 
altogether  

Many practically-minded people have 
questioned the worth of silent, contemplative, 
meditative prayer. Pragmatic Christians, who know 
that they are “saved,” often wonder why they should 

have to attend 
church services week 
after week. To the 
same kind of person, the liturgy itself smacks of 
inaction for its repetition and sometimes rote nature. A 
service that seems to lack spontaneity may even seem to 
lack the presence of the Holy Spirit. On the contrary! 
The Order for Holy Communion is itself a balm for the 
soul that elsewhere twists and turns in the psychological 
games of vainglory. In His real presence, we may be still 
(which means “stop talking”) and know that He is God. 

It may be that upon the dismissal the virtuous 
acts of attending church and praying returns a person to 
vainglory, but at least there was a moment in the 
presence of God when all was hushed. With God’s grace 
and a shrewd awareness of the wiles of vainglory, 
progress can be made towards expanding that holy hour 
into the rest of the day and the rest of the week. 

Without attention to managing vainglory by 
seeking the presence of God, nothing can be expected but for the seeds to germinate and 
develop into the last of the “eight thoughts” and perhaps the most deadly of all. It will be 
the subject of our next chapter, the “thought” of pride. 
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