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Depression and the Pressures of Religion

A monk awakens to go about his day. Around 10am he notices that the sun seems to have slowed down significantly. He restlessly goes to look out of his window and runs out if his cell to look at the sun, willing it to move faster, so that 3pm can arrive. The monk looks at his surroundings and realizes that none of his brethren have stopped by. Hatred begins to fill him; he hates his work and he hates the place in which he lives. He wishes for a more convenient lifestyle as he becomes conscious of how burdensome an ascetic lifestyle can be. Memories of his family and memories of monks that have upset him fill his mind. The desire to leave his cell and abandon asceticism grows too strong (Evagrius of Pontus, Unknown). But what is it that makes him feel this way? Is the monk homesick? Is he depressed? According to Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian these are symptoms of being struck by the demon, or spirit, of acedia, also known as the noonday demon.
 In “Spirit of Acedia” from John Cassian’s Institutes he suggests that acedia is a “weariness or distress of heart” that seizes those who live in solitude (Cassian, Unknown). Cassian adds to Evagrius of Pontus’ description of acedia. He says that acedia causes laziness and makes the sufferer feel useless in his cell, referring to monks. The demon causes the person to abandon their devotion to Christ, making him a “deserter”. Acedia attacks the soul. In chapter 5 of “Spirit of Acedia”, Cassian suggests that a Christian should try to rid his soul of the disease so that there is no chance of becoming a deserter. (Cassian, Unknown) John Cassian and Evagrius of Pontus’ understandings of acedia and its influences on people suffering from depressive states reveals a negative outcome of the pressures of religious devotion. 
	If we compare the symptoms of depression with those that the noonday demon inflicts on monks we can see a similarity. According to the NHS, people suffering from depression can feel a decrease in self-esteem, hopelessness and helplessness, irritability and intolerance towards others, lack of motivation, lack of enjoyment out of life, lack of energy, and changes in appetite. These symptoms are persistent and affect work and personal life (NHS, 2016). While there are more symptoms, I will focus on these because they connect to the symptoms of acedia described by Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian. Cassian writes that the affected feel of no use (Cassian, Unknown) and Evagrius writes that the monk feels that no one will go visit him (Evagrius of Pontus, Unknown). These are signs of a low self-esteem.  In both sources, the affected feel trapped in their cells and their devotion to Christ is in question. Hopelessness and helplessness, as well as lack of enjoyment out of life, can arise from this. Evagrius of Pontus suggests that the demon instills memories of times when other monks treated them badly, making them feel irritated with their brethren (Evagrius of Pontus, Unknown). Cassian suggest that the sufferer feels weariness and hunger as if he had done heavy work and fasted for days (Cassian, Unknown). This is indicative of lack of energy and changes in appetite. Cassian discusses laziness as a symptom of acedia throughout “Spirit of Acedia” (Cassian, Unknown). Cassian discusses what could be a lack of energy in people suffering from depression.
	Now that I have connected the symptoms of acedia to those of depression we can look at what causes the noonday demon to hook on to the souls of monks and other worshippers. Monks living an ascetic and isolated lifestyle tend to be more susceptible to the demon of acedia. It is because of that isolation that monks begin to feel the symptoms of depression, or acedia. They were expected to remain in their cells, away from family, worshipping without faltering. If one faltered it was considered a sin. Acedia was a sin and it was the monk’s responsibility to rid himself of it (Daly, 2007). In the fourth century, Egyptian desert monks struggled “against the hazards of isolation and the temptations of their own fleshly inclinations, while they strove for spiritual perfection and oneness with God” (Jackson, 1981, p.1). In their struggle for spiritual perfection, monks had to give up pleasures and indulgences as part of their ascetic lifestyle. This type of discipline took a toll on the monks. The demon is said to use evil thoughts to disturb the monk (Jackson, 1981). 
	Stanley W Jackson mentions that the monks missed their former lives and missed being with their families. They became exhausted of their ascetic lives but the pressures to remain loyal to God and their faith were strong. Letting oneself be taken over by the demon of acedia was considered a sin (Jackson, 1981). More specifically, acedia was a cardinal sin because evil thoughts were considered to be a temptation. Acedia also caused monks to become restless and tired of their religious practices. Their spiritual life was in flux when attacked by the demon of acedia. Because the demon was believed to have the aim of drawing away the monks from their devotions to God it was considered immoral to be in a state of depression (Jackson, 1981). Today we get people who tell those feeling depressed that they should just get over it. The same thing occurred back in medieval times. Monks were held accountable for their depressive states and were told to untie themselves from the demon of acedia. 
	Robert W. Daly writes that “persons suffering from the vice of acedia were implicated as agents in its development and to some extent responsible for overcoming it” (Daly, 2007). Daly points out that acedia and anger were considered sins in medieval times but today they are symptoms of mental health problems. The boredom one felt towards their worship was a sign of being attached to pleasures, which would not have been fit for an ascetic life. Sin was seen as a voluntary act for which the perpetuator was in complete control. If said act was in defiance of God than the perpetuator was deemed responsible and tasked with righting the wrong. It was up to the individual whether they allowed themselves to continue feeling the symptoms of acedia. If they did not get rid of the demon, then they remained sinful (Daly, 2007). It was this type of thinking that placed fault on the sufferer for being depressed. It was an immense pressure to place such a responsibility on a person. Trying to rid oneself of feelings that you cannot help does no good. It will only make the person more upset and more hopeless when they realize that they cannot simply make the feelings of despair go away. 
During medieval times, it was religion that served as psychiatric help. Confession was seen as one way to treat the soul of acedia. Pastors were often seen as physicians of the soul. They provided treatment for the sin of acedia by providing the opportunity for the sufferer to confess. On top of this, cures for the sin of acedia included praying. Otherwise it was up to the individual to cure themselves. It was their responsibility to get rid of the sin within their soul (Daly, 2007).  
The pressures of living an ascetic life are immense. You deprive yourself of pleasures, you are far away from family, you are mostly alone. You are doing all of this in order to be closer to God. All of the struggle and pain is being done in devotion to Christ. But yet, you begin to have these symptoms of depression that you cannot control. You start missing your family and your previous way of living, possibly where you did not deprive yourself of so much. You start to realize how little joy your worshipping brings you. Apathy and restlessness takes over the body. Despite doing your best to remain ascetic and devoted to your faith, you are taken over by feelings of depression. Except you do not know that you are depressed, you think that a demon has taken over your soul. And not only has a demon taken over your soul, but it is your own fault that it has happened. Your soul is in danger, you are now a sinner, and somehow you have to fix that. The only option is confessing to a pastor. 
Depression does not go away simply because you will it to. Depression is a serious mental health concern that should be addressed with psychiatry. But when in a religious context the only option would be to pray it away or devote yourself even further to the god that is supposed to help you. Imagine continuing to pray and remaining ascetic only to continue feeling the symptoms of depression and then being continuously blamed for not being able to dispel the thoughts. Eventually you are going to start wondering what it is that you are doing wrong. Why is it that you are being punished with these feelings of despair? You are a loyal servant to Christ or any other god you may believe in but that is not keeping the demon away. 
This is relevant in modern days because while most people may not be living a completely ascetic life, there are still many religious people who are suffering from depression. I think it is important to learn from past mistakes. If someone is suffering from depression it is important to provide them with proper counseling and to not blame them or call their suffering a sin. This is particularly important for young adults who may be going through many changes in their lives, including religious changes. The pressures of worshiping in isolation and being forced to drop all pleasures in order to be loyal and sin free seem unfair for someone suffering from depression. And the pressure of believing that it is up to the inflicted to rid their soul of a demon should also be extinguished. Nie and Olson conducted a study to show that believing in demons can have a negative outcome on mental health. Believing that negative things in one’s life are caused by demons can lead to feelings of anxiety and depression because one feels that they have no control. It isn’t only belief in demons that affects mental health. Religious factors such as amount of time spent praying, belief in the afterlife, importance of religion in one’s life, and one’s relationship with God can all affect the person’s mental health. These are all aspects that can place pressure on one’s life. Believing that if one can be damned for sinning or not praying often enough is definitely something that would cause pressure. But, of course it all depends on the factors together because having a strong faith in one’s deity could alleviate those fears (Nie & Olson, 2016). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Monks living an ascetic life suffered from depression because they were living a life of deprivation. Evagrius of Pontus and John Cassian might have suggested that the symptoms were being caused by a demon that has attacked the soul, but it is highly probable that they were depressed. Pastors made monks think that they had control over this demon and that they had the choice to make it go away. But was this actually helpful to the monks or was it too much pressure? Living solely to please a deity is not good for the mind or the soul. Making one think that they are sinners for feeling depressed would not be acceptable today and it should not be. I believe that churches today can learn from this in order to help any followers that may be suffering from depression. It is important to put one’s mental health first and religious leaders should realize this and make sure their followers are not being hurt by their religious beliefs.
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