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A naïve or uninformed approach to monastic asceticism could lead one to conclude that ascetics are self-harming; how can knowledge of ascetic theologies assist us in better understanding an individual’s decision to engage self-harm? 
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In approaching and analysing the topics of monastic asceticism and self-harm, it becomes apparent that the two belong to different disciplines, and so it is important to consider the definitions to be discipline specific, Monastic asceticism is religious and theological by nature[footnoteRef:1]: as explored in Görg’s definition of a ‘goal to follow Christ unreservedly, guided by the evangelical councils of poverty, celibacy and poverty’,[footnoteRef:2] and self-harm falls under the bracket of mental health and psychology[footnoteRef:3]: ‘a way of expressing emotional pain and anger, and can be used as a form of coping and staying in control’.[footnoteRef:4] So to put these two in the same bracket as one other seems insensitive to both the followers and the sufferers. As well as this, by applying methods of analysis that are not appropriate to the topic, there is a risk of yielding results that are not appropriate. Throughout the analysis of these two topics, the exploration of the key ideological differences between monastic asceticism and self-harm will be explored, highlighting the differences between the two. What will aid in understanding both the differences and the similarities in these two topics will be both the theological and psychological understanding of the ‘why’ behind the actions of these groups of people. In doing this, what with primarily be discussed is as follows: a debate of theology vs. psychology: Through the life of Anthony and accounts from Palladius offers insights into different ways that one could be considered to be practicing asceticism, not all methods show themselves to be of self-injurious behaviour. [1:  Görg 2011: 16.]  [2:  Görg 2011: 11.]  [3:  Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 77.]  [4:  Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 77. ] 


The epistles of St. Jerome provide an account of Christian asceticism, in a letter on the ascetic life.[footnoteRef:5] It is within this account that the notion of Christian asceticism is explored:  [5:  Jer. Ep. 14. ] 

A perfect servant of Christ has nothing beside Christ: if he has anything beside Christ then he is not perfect. And if he is not perfect, when he promised God that he would be perfect, his first promise is a lie.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Jer. Ep. 14. 6.] 


With this exploration, there is clearly a definition between perfection and imperfection, with perfection being the ultimate goal. Within Palladius’ Lausaic History, there is evidence of asceticism and some of its practices and follows, 
This is another of his ascetic acts: over a long period of time he made a tunnel under the earth from his cell for about half a mile and a cave at the end. Whenever too many people crowded in on him, he would secretly leave his cell and go to the cave, where no one would find him…on his way to the cave he recited twenty-four prayers, and on his way back twenty-four more’. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Palladius. LH. 10. 10. ] 


These two extracts provide evidence that in order to follow asceticism, sometimes the person may suffer. Another example of asceticism and its effects are shown throughout Jerome, ‘you are mistaken…if you think that there is ever a time when the Christian is not suffering’.[footnoteRef:8] It could be possible that the concept of Christian suffering is direct reference to the suffering of Christ. [footnoteRef:9] Throughout the exploration of this suffering, it could be argued that the effect of this, be it mental physical or otherwise could be seen as self-harm by those without understanding of ascetic theology, However, in St. Jerome’s letter there is evidence that this is not the case, with the quote, ‘he is abundantly rich who is poor with Christ’,[footnoteRef:10] this shows that when Christian perfection is achieved and being close with God is achieved, the mind and body cannot be in pain because of that.[footnoteRef:11] In the accounts of asceticism mentioned, there is no link to mental health and or self-harm, and so to cast these aspersions on these texts, would give results that are not discipline specific.  [8:  Jer, Ep. 14, 4. ]  [9:  Jer, Ep. 14, 3. A reference to Christ’s passion. ]  [10:  Jer, Ep. 14. 1. ]  [11: Görg 2011:16 ‘His motivation for this was his conviction that the soul attains its greatest vigour only when the bodily cravings are powerless’.] 

Bradford’s article on the brain and psyche in asceticism makes reference to Evagrius and his role in asceticism, as well as some of his ascetic acts.[footnoteRef:12] Cassidy, on the account of Evagruis mentions his quest for wisdom[footnoteRef:13] – this being a part of asceticism shows that in the case of some key figures as well as this notion of physical relief there is also a notion of aiming towards something better and higher than themselves, this is explored within Cassidy with mention to the ‘unwanted distractions and the temptations of city life’[footnoteRef:14] being part of this asceticism.[footnoteRef:15] One other key figure to look at is the asceticism of Anthony.[footnoteRef:16] Harmless explains Antony’s life as an ascetic and mentions something of particularly interesting, and that is the interpretation of asceticism as an ‘exercise regimen’.[footnoteRef:17] This term implies that the notion of asceticism was for the well-being of the person undertaking the action as exercise is generally associated with positive actions. On the notion of isolation, which was mentioned within Evagrius[footnoteRef:18], it is also mentioned in the Life of Anthony and his withdrawal into the desert.[footnoteRef:19] As much as isolation could be interpreted as harmful, in the case of Anthony, when he emerges from the desert there is a positive account:  [12:  Bradford 2011: 463- 464.]  [13:  Cassidy 2006: 9]  [14:  Cassidy 2006: 9]  [15:  A similar account is found in Palladius LH 10. 10. In which isolation is used as a form of asceticism. ]  [16:  Sometimes written as ‘Antony’, for the purpose of continuity with other scholars, will be written as Anthony. ]  [17:  Harmless 2004: 61]  [18:  Cassidy 2006: 9.]  [19:  Harmless 2004: 64.] 

‘Not only did he emerge physically unchanged, he now possessed a mysterious inner tranquillity, visible in his face, His very presence was enough to work healings into some who were there’.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Harmless 2004: 64.] 


This account provides evidence towards the notion that if done correctly asceticism has no negative effects on the body, but a positive and fulfilling effect on the soul an being closer to Christ. Lawrence provides evidence that the accounts associated with Anthony made a long lasting impression and moved over to the west and encouraged others to continue with asceticism.[footnoteRef:21] Görg highlights a particularly interesting argument in relation to asceticism being viewed by self-harm and that is the view that, those who partake in asceticism but do not understand the true meaning of asceticism and the purpose of the actions will have suffered for nothing.[footnoteRef:22] In this way, asceticism can be linked to self-harm but not in its actions but rather that the misunderstanding can lead to it.[footnoteRef:23] This does, raise questions as to how it could be interpreted as an excuse for self-harming again, but this is casting psychological questions onto a theological issue, and despite these issues, the term self-harm is not used in reference to it.[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Lawrence 2001:10 -11.]  [22:  Görg 2011: 15]  [23:  NHS 2015 – ‘Types of self-harm’. If self-harming is the maiming of the body, then to hurt the body without partaking in Asceticism would be precisely this. ]  [24:  Görg 2011: 14. Görg acknowledges that psychological elements play a role in asceticism, but they do not come into questions when trying to understand the topic as theological or psychological.] 


The social stigma attached to self-harm is still something that is prevalent and most information about the topics comes from psychological reports and medical journals. There are many different reasons why an individual could decide to self-harm; these include pressures from social surroundings such as friends, school and university, as well as family issues and intense emotional distress.[footnoteRef:25] Contrary to asceticism, the choice is largely a last resort, as a result of some sort of trauma or psychological distress.[footnoteRef:26] One of the key differences in the two acts, is intent. On the complete obverse to ascetics helping themselves, arguable, those self-harming are doing the opposite by hurting themselves.[footnoteRef:27] In psychological articles there seems to be no reference to asceticism and self-harm in any of the articles, ensuring that to continue with the thesis of this research, that although it could be viewed as such there is no proof that ascetics are self-harming.[footnoteRef:28] Self-harm is classified under psychological opinion because according to several reports, self-harm is quite often linked to the underlying of a mental illness or something of a similar calibre, and so as its root is based in psychology the action is too.[footnoteRef:29] However, there is also evidence to suggest that self-harm can occur in those not suffering from mental health issues, but wanted a release all the same.[footnoteRef:30] What is important to consider with self-harm as well, is the negativity associated with such an act, within Warm, Murrays and Fox’s exploration of the topic, time-wasting as a reaction to self-harm.[footnoteRef:31] Contrasting this to asceticism, to become close with God and to aspire to become the perfect Christian is not a waste of time, but something that Christians can aspire to be. This is what could be seen as one of the key differences in asceticism and self-injury the intent to injure oneself. Skegg put forwards different arguments about a variety of different factors, focusing on how society in the modern time is a trigger in itself.[footnoteRef:32] In the case of self-harm within modern society, there are so many external factors that go into this act[footnoteRef:33], that it makes it inconceivable to compare this with asceticism. As well as this, the notion of self-harm is a relatively new concept[footnoteRef:34], especially seen in the psychiatric world, and so, yet again, it seems illogical to place modern conceptions in the case of early asceticism. On the topic of self-harm, in some psychiatric articles determine a factor of self-harm as the repetitive nature of the act, this meaning that the person involved in the action returns to the same mental state as before in order to repeat the act[footnoteRef:35], showing that they arguably to not learn or grow from the experience, as opposed to the ongoing journey that is explored within asceticism to grow within knowledge and helps oneself.[footnoteRef:36] In this sense, both could be argued as a calling, but again the intention of the acts comes into determining the theological or psychological response.  [25:  NHS 2015 – ‘Why people self-harm’. ]  [26:  NHS 2015 – ‘Why people self-harm’. ]  [27:  Jer. Ep.14. 6, NHS – ‘Why people self-harm’. ]  [28:  If self-harming is psychological in explaining the actions, it would be appropriate that links to asceticism would be explored in a psychological approach, as such this is not the case.]  [29:  Rodav, Levy and Hamdan 2014: 503. ]  [30:  Rodav, Levy and Hamdan 2014: 503. ]  [31:  Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 71.]  [32:  Skegg 2005: 1475.]  [33:  Skegg 2005: 1475. ]  [34:  Rogav, Levy and Hamdan 2014: 507. ]  [35:  Rogav, Levy and Hamdan 2014: 503. ]  [36:  Görg 2011: 11. ] 


Through some forms of asceticism, ascetics do hurt themselves, however, it is different in its nature to the intent of self-harm. With asceticism, the bodily mutilation is secondary to the goal[footnoteRef:37], as opposed to self-harm in which the primary goal is to injure the body.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  The goal being to become the perfect Christian and become closer to God through religion. Görg 2011: 11.]  [38:  Rodav, Levy and Hamdan 2014: 503, argue that individuals can self-harm that are not linked to any psychiatric disorder. ] 

 In looking and understanding the two disciplines, it is clear that for all the differences there are some similarities that could cause questions about whether the two are more closely linked than first thought, especially if in some cases, the theologies are not properly understood.
The first factor that is shared between the concept of asceticism and self-harm is a general sense of ritual. Görg provides insight into the life of  Anthony and his journey through asceticism, the account which narrates his sleeping schedule and eating routine, shows a ritualistic element.[footnoteRef:39] Similarly, with self-harm, what is often mentioned when talking of the act itself is a sense of self-harming being a ritual in that there are certain steps that can be taken to achieve a certain result.[footnoteRef:40] Continuing on from the notion of ritual, is another important factor that seems to have correlations; this being control. Görg states that asceticism is a form of control over the body[footnoteRef:41], arguably self-harm provides the same function, by cutting, burning, scratching oneself there is direct link to control[footnoteRef:42], almost as if by hurting they are taking back control over something that they may otherwise not.[footnoteRef:43] Though a person may not in control of a situation, self-harm could be seen as a way to control a reaction to a situation.  [39:  Jer. Ep. 14. 6, Görg 2011: 16, to become perfect, and to have a strict routine, points towards a ritual to achieve this perfection.]  [40:  NHS 2015 – ‘Why people self-harm’, self-harm is attributed to certain feelings, and so there is a ritualistic element in that when those thoughts and feelings arise the ritual is to hurt oneself.]  [41:  Görg 2011: 16, ‘His motivation for all this was his conviction…;]  [42:  NHS 2015 - ‘Types of self-harm’, Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 77. ]  [43:  Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 77.] 

Another idea that comes across as similar between the two is help/relief: It is not unheard of for those struggling emotionally to turn to religion as a support system[footnoteRef:44], in the case of asceticism, the nature of the acts help them to become a perfect Christian.[footnoteRef:45] Linking this with self-harm is the notion of catharsis, some reports show that those who self-harm as a result intense emotional distress may feel relief from the act.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Skegg 2005: 1475. ‘Moral objections…’. Religious affiliations showed less evidence of self-harm. ]  [45:  Görg 2011:11, Jer. Ep. 14, 6. ]  [46:  NHS 2015 – ‘Why people self-harm’. ‘Self-harm may help them cope with emotional distress’. ] 

Finally, the ideas of perfection and imperfection can be seen within asceticism in the way that people feel the need to go on the spiritual journey of asceticism in order to become the perfect Christian, implying perhaps that before that decision they were, by default, imperfect.[footnoteRef:47] Within self-harm, highlighting imperfections could be a trigger to engage in self-harm, as an incentive to perfect the self, in this sense one could argue that self-harm also explores to some degree the idea of punishment and shame. Through looking at these crossovers within asceticism and self-harm, there are clearly ways in which ascetic theologies could be misconstrued as a way to excuse self-harm behaviours, however, the understanding of theology seems to undermine this however.[footnoteRef:48] [47:  Jer. Ep. 14. 6. ]  [48:  Theology offers an opinion of gratification of the Lord, whereas self-harm is gratification of the self. ] 


Theology and Psychology provide two very different answers, highlighting how different asceticism is to self-harm, but in understanding ascetic theology there are times when it is clear how an uninformed approach could make this leap between, say, deprivation and self-harm.[footnoteRef:49] Although ascetics are not self-harming, there are in some cases some parallels that could lead one to believe this is the case, however, with the knowledge of the ideology of asceticism[footnoteRef:50] it becomes clear that the goal is far from the same. With exploring self-harm as a branch of psychology the argument becomes much more complex, as depending on the reasons for self-harm it provides a different release to every person[footnoteRef:51], and as the psychology is subjective to each person, there will never be one clear answer. There is no evidence to suggest that monastic asceticism is a form a self-harm in the texts, so there is no reason for it to be treated as such, and in the case of self-harm and religion there is evidence to show that there is a correlation between diminished self-harm and religious ideologies.[footnoteRef:52] In essence, in understanding the why, what can be taken from the analysis is that there is a clear distinction in the case of choice and impulse, The choice to embark on a religious and spiritual journey in the case of asceticism is to better oneself, whereas the impulse of the self-harm is to escape[footnoteRef:53] as opposed to embark[footnoteRef:54] on a journey. By approaching asceticism through a psychological viewpoint, and self-harm through a theological perspective, it seems to defeat the object of the intention of the act itself in both cases.   [49:  Görg 2011: 16. ]  [50:  Jer. Ep. 14. 6. ‘A perfect servant of Christ...’.]  [51:  NHS 2015 – ‘Why people self-harm’. ]  [52:  Skegg 2005: 1475. ]  [53:  Warm, Murray and Fox 2003: 77, ‘control’. ]  [54:  Görg 2011: 12. Anthony sought out other people who had explored asceticism.] 




Bibliography. 
Ancient Sources. 
St. Jerome. The Select letter of St. Jerome. F. A. Wright (trans.). 1933. London: William Heinemann. 
Athanasius of Alexandria. The Life of Antony. The Coptic life and The Greek Life. T. Vivian and A. N. Athanassakis. (trans.). 2003. Michigan: Cistercian Publications.
Palladius. The Lausiac History.  R. T. Meyer. (trans.). 1964. New York: Paulist Press. 
Modern Scholarship. 
Bentley, K. H, Nock, M. K, and Barlow, D. H. 2014. ‘The Four-Function Model of Nonsuicidal Self-Injury: Key Directions for Future Research’. Clinical Psychological Science, 2, 5, 638 – 656. 
Bradford, D, T. 2011. ‘Brain and the psyche in early Christian Asceticism’. Psychological Reports, 109, 2, 461 – 520. 
Cassidy, A.  2006, Evagrius Ponticus. London and New York: Routledge. 
Görg, P. H. ( trans.) Miller, M. J. 2011. The Desert Fathers. Saint Anthony and the beginnings of monasticism. San Francisco: Ignatius Press. 
Harmless, H, 2004. Desert Christians. Introduction to the literature of Early Monasticism’. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Jacobs, A. S. 2000. ‘Writing Demetrias: Ascetic Logic in Ancient Christianity’. Church History, 69, 4, December, 719 – 748. 
Lawrence, C. H. 2001. Medieval Monasticism. Forms of religious life in western Europe in the middle ages. Essex: Pearson Education Limited. 
Millard, C. 2015. A History of Self-Harm in Britain: A Genealogy of Cutting and Overdosing. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
NHS. ‘Types of self-harm’. 2015. Nhs.co.uk. https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/self-harm/#types-of-self-harm . [Date accessed: 11th December 2017].
NHS. ‘Why people self-harm’. 2015. Nhs.co.uk. https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/self-harm/#why-people-self-harm . [Date accessed: 10th December 2017]. 
Porter, J, I. 2005. ‘Foucault’s Ascetic Ancients’. Phoenix, 59, 1/2, Spring –Summer, 121 – 132. 
Rodav, O, Levy, S and Hamdan, S. 2014. ‘Clinical Characteristics and functions of non-suicide self-injury in youth’. European Psychiatry, 28, 503 – 508. 
Skegg, K. 2005. ‘Self-harm’. The Lancet. 366, 1471 – 83. 
Warm, A, Murray, C and Fox, J. 2003. ‘Why do people self-harm?’ Psychology, Health and Medicine. 8, 20, 1, 71- 79. 





 



1


A ——
[e——
[




