
Phronema	 	 	 	 															Volume	31(1),	2016

1

Stances on Sleep and Dreaming  
in the Athanasian Corpus

Doru	Costache
Senior	Lecturer

St	Andrew’s	Greek	Orthodox	Theological	College

Abstract: The	 Athanasian	 corpus	 offers	 rich	 information	 in	
relation	 to	 sleep	 and	 dreaming,	 which	 currently	 is	 either	 ignored	
or	misinterpreted.	The	complex	approach	of	the	Alexandrian	father	
emerges	in	a	range	of	contradictory	stances	on	sleep	and	dreaming,	
sometimes	depicted,	positively,	as	natural	phenomena	and	at	times	
warned	 against	 because	 of	 the	 challenges	 they	 entail.	 This	 paper	
undertakes	to	bring	to	the	fore	the	richness	of	the	Athanasian	views	
by	 pointing	 out	 the	 need	 for	 a	 comprehensive	 approach	 able	 to	
account	 for	both	kinds	of	stances.	To	that	end,	various	Athanasian	
writings	 are	 analysed,	 the	 findings	 being	 assessed	 in	 the	 light	 of	
the	saint’s	realistic	appraisal	of	human	nature,	 through	the	 lens	of	
ascetic	theology,	and	in	the	perspective	of	spiritual	 transformation	
within	the	experience	of	holiness.

Distinct though they are, in the Athanasian corpus the topics 
of sleep and dreaming are nevertheless interrelated1 – as 
much as they are deeply connected, furthermore, with the 

anthropological thinking of the Alexandrian saint and his doctrine of the 
spiritual, or rather ascetic, life. My analysis considers this integration 

	 This	paper	represents	the	reworked	and	expanded	version	of	a	communication	
offered	for	the	seminar	Dreaming in the Ascetic and Philosophical Traditions of 
Late Antiquity (St	Andrew’s	Greek	Orthodox	Theological	College,	Sydney	NSW;	
21	April	2015).	I	am	grateful	to	the	reviewers	of	Phronema	for	their	encouraging	
feedback.

1 St Athanasius’ views corresponded to the overall Greek and Latin attitudes to-
ward sleep and dreaming in Late Antiquity, which did not require a separate 
treatment. See Leslie Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans: Disciplining 
Sleep in Late Antiquity’ Journal	of	Early	Christian	Studies 21:2 (2013) 209-39 
esp. 211. We shall see below, however, that in particular contexts the Alexan-
drian father considered these matters distinct.
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of perspectives. In so doing, I distance myself from the approaches 
that are currently trending in scholarship. Most contemporary scholars 
follow the interpretive avenues opened by Cox Miller and Brakke in 
mid-1990s,2 whose presuppositions, naturalistic and ascetic respectively, 
are perfectly illustrated by their textual paradigms. Cox Miller discussed 
Against	the	Gentiles 30-34 whereas Brakke reviewed a suite of ascetic 
writings, from Life	of	St	Antony to fragmentarily surviving works and 
various letters, such as To Ammoun and On	Sickness	and	Health. Given 
these textual choices and interpretive presuppositions, the two scholars 
understood very differently the hypnological and oneirological thinking 
of St Athanasius. Cox Miller reached the conclusion that, due to his 
assessment of sleep as a natural phenomenon the Alexandrian construed 
dreams – optimistically – as facilitating spiritual knowledge.3 In turn, 
Brakke highlighted mainly the spiritually disruptive and psychologically 
unsettling character of sleep and dreams, as seen through the lens of 
the Athanasian ascetic writings.4 So far, only Wei and Dossey seem to 
have attempted to bridge the two approaches, albeit in different ways. 
Wei, for example, following Cox Miller’s argument (without quoting 

2 For instance, Metteer and Gwynn largely follow Brakke, whereas Dossey and 
Wei exhibit a conspicuous preference for Cox Miller. Charles J. Metteer, ‘Dis-
traction or Spiritual Discipline: The Role of Sleep in Egyptian Monasticism’ St	
Vladimir’s	Theological	Quarterly 52:1 (2008) 5-43 esp. 14-16, 18-20, 23, 27, 
29, 41. David M. Gwynn, Athanasius	of	Alexandria	Bishop,	Theologian,	Ascetic,	
Father (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012) 110, 116. Dossey, ‘Watch-
ful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 225-26. Lien-Yueh Wei, Doctrinalising	Dreams:	
Patristic	Views	of	the	Nature	of	Dreams	and	their	Relation	to	Early	Christian	
Doctrines, PhD thesis (University of Edinburgh, 2011) 43-45, 115, 135, 136 
(https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/5462; accessed on 16 April 2015).

3 Patricia Cox Miller, Dreams	 in	 Late	Antiquity:	 Studies	 in	 the	 Imagination	 of	
a	Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994) 39-40, 66; eadem, 
‘Re-imagining the Self in Dreams’ Continuum 1:2 (1991) 35-53 esp. 40; eadem, 
‘“A Dubious Twilight”: Reflections on Dreams in Patristic Literature’ Church	
History 55:2 (1986) 153-64 esp. 154, 164.

4 David Brakke, Demons	and	the	Making	of	the	Monk:	Spiritual	Combat	in	Early	
Christianity (Cambridge, MA, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 
2006)	30-33, 44; idem, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism, Oxford Early 
Christian Studies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995) 87-99, 157, 218-26; idem, 
‘The Problematization of Nocturnal Emissions in Early Christian Syria, Egypt, 
and Gaul’ Journal	of	Early	Christian	Studies 3:4 (1995) 419-60 esp. 442-46.
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her in the relevant context)5 included in his dissertation a section on 
Athanasian dream theory entirely based on Against	 the	 Gentiles	 30-
34,6 to then add, elsewhere, references to the ascetic writings of the 
Alexandrian, largely borrowed from Brakke.7 Given this dissociation of 
the documentary material, Wei’s approach has not succeeded in bridging 
the two interpretations – if this was indeed his goal. In turn, Dossey 
noticed a discrepancy between the positive approach to sleep in Against	
the	Gentiles and a negative appraisal in Life	of	St	Antony,8 but has not 
pursued the matter further.

In what follows I consider hypnological and oneirological stances 
in a number of Athanasian writings, beyond the textual paradigms 
mentioned above. I work with the assumption that for a holistic mind such 
as St Athanasius’ – typical for most patristic adherents to the classical 
paideia9	 – psychology, anthropology, and ascetic theology were never 
separate. In so doing, alongside perusing the textual evidence in the 
corpus I appropriate the observation of Stroumsa that “we can identify 
an early Christian discourse on dreams and visions […] and that this 
discourse reflects the new anthropology, the new perception of the person, 
developed by Christian thinkers.”10 I propose therefore that the assessment 

5 Still, earlier Wei critically assessed the significance of Cox Miller’s research. 
Wei, Doctrinalising	Dreams 25-27.

6 Wei, Doctrinalising	Dreams 43-45.
7 Wei, Doctrinalising	Dreams 115, 125, 128, 129, 135, 136, 137, 163, 166.
8 Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 225-26.
9 See patristic examples in Peter Gemeinhardt, ‘In Search of Christian Paideia: 

Education and Conversion in Early Christian Biography’ Zeitung	 für	 antikes	
Christentum 16:1 (2012) 88-98; Václav Ježek, ‘The Byzantine Educational 
Ideal: Byzantine Paideia and its Anagogical Nature’ Phronema	22 (2007) 37-51; 
Michael Azkoul, ‘The Greek Fathers: Polis and Paideia’ St	Vladimir’s	Theologi-
cal	Quarterly	23:1-2 (1979) 3-21, 67-86; Werner Jaeger, ‘Paideia Christi’ Zeit-
schrift	für	die	neutestamentliche	Wissenschaft	und	die	Kunde	der	älteren	Kirche 
50:1-2 (1959) 1-14. For the classical paideia, the three volumes of Werner Jae-
ger’s 1930s monumental book, Paideia:	The	Ideals	of	Greek	Culture, are still 
useful. The book was reedited by Oxford University Press in 1986.

10 Guy G. Stroumsa, ‘Dreams and Visions in Early Christian Discourse’ in Dream	
Cultures:	Explorations	in	the	Comparative	History	of	Dreaming, ed. David Shul-
man and Guy G. Stroumsa (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
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of the Athanasian dream and sleep theory in either naturalistic – including 
doctrinal, anthropological, and psychological – or ascetic terms should 
be abandoned in favour of an integrated, more comprehensive approach 
that takes into consideration all these perspectives. Since the Alexandrian 
father believed that the soul and human nature as a whole were 
theologically conditioned towards virtue and the spiritual life, a point 
made as early as the first chapters of Against	the	Gentiles,11 it should not 
come as a surprise that for him anthropology served as a prolegomenon 
to ascetic theology and that the latter complemented the former. In view 
of this complementarity, St Athanasius’ perplexing stances on sleep and 
dreaming, sometimes as positively charged phenomena and other times as 
negative occurrences, become easier to grasp: whilst the negative stances 
refer to the status of these phenomena in the fallen, passionate condition of 
humankind, the positive ones relate to human nature as divinely designed, 
saved in Christ, and perfected in the experience of the saints. I propose, 
therefore, that rather than mutually exclusive these stances be taken as 
complementary within the broader schema of the saint’s theological and 
ascetic anthropology. In this matter I take guidance from Pettersen’s 
insight that for Athanasius, ultimately, human nature had to be ascetically 
remoulded and spiritually transformed.12

1999) 189-212 esp. 190 (see also 191). The statement is explicitly aimed at Cox 
Miller’s understanding that there is no major difference between the early Chris-
tian and pagan views of dreaming. Similarly, Derek S. Dodson, ‘Philo’s De som-
niis in the Context of Ancient Dream Theories and Classifications’ Perspectives	
in	Religious	Studies 30:3 (2003) 299-312 esp. 301, refers to Cox Miller’s two 
types of dream theory in antiquity pointing out the need to include a third one, 
namely the “psycho-philosophical theory” which emphasises “the correlation 
between the morality of the soul and the dream phenomenon.” The approaches 
of Stroumsa and Dodson are echoed, yet not referred to, by Simon Lien-Yueh 
Wei, ‘Doctrinalizing Dreams: Patristic Views of Divine-Inspired Dreams and 
their Relation to the Doctrine of God and Christology’ Studia	Patristica	50 (Leu-
ven and Paris: Peeters, 2011) 73-86. Wei’s emphasis on dreams and visions as 
revelatory of a comforting God (see ibidem 75-76, 78, 85-86) is noteworthy 
though, indirectly endorsing the points made by Stroumsa and Dodson.

11 See for instance Against	the	Gentiles 2.5-15 in Athanasius:	Contra	Gentes	and	
De	Incarnatione, ed. and trans. Robert W. Thomson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1971) 6. All translations from the Greek are mine, unless otherwise stated.

12 Alvyn Pettersen, Athanasius (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1995) 102-3.
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Below I consider the Alexandrian’s treatment of sleep and 
dreaming in various historical, pastoral, and personal circumstances, of 
which some refer to monastic discipline whereas others do not. Although 
I shall sparingly refer to Against	the	Gentiles 30-34, given the absence 
of dream terminology therein no special attention will be given to this 
group of chapters. My aim is to show how the Athanasian thinking on 
sleep and dreaming requires a combined approach, which considers the 
ascetic background of the saint’s understanding, the various pastoral and 
polemical circumstances in which his contradictory stances occurred, and 
the naturalist appraisal of these phenomena within the corpus. Should 
this undertaking be successful, it will bridge the currently disjointed 
scholarly perceptions and draw attention to the Alexandrian’s thinking, 
which is largely ignored in contemporary studies.13

Athanasian Views on Sleep

St Athanasius has not produced a special treatise on sleep; neither did 
he write one on dreams. Similar to other topics that are unsystematically 
addressed in patristic literature, the absence of specialised treatises makes 
difficult the articulation of his views on sleep and dreaming. Without 
claiming to be exhaustive, in what follows I consider occurrences of 
sleep imagery and terminology throughout his corpus of writings. In so 
doing I hope to draw a more accurate map of the Alexandrian’s thinking 
than the one available to contemporary scholars.

I begin by acknowledging Brakke’s point on the polysemy of sleep 
in various Athanasian works, polysemy which, he noted with reference to 
On	Sickness	and	Health, drew on the scriptural use of sleep in relation to 

13 The name of St Athanasius does not even feature in contemporary oneirologi-
cal studies. See for instance, Dreaming	in	Byzantium	and	Beyond, ed. Christine 
Angelidi and George T. Calofonos (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014); Dreams,	Healing,	
and	Medicine	 in	Greece:	From	Antiquity	 to	 the	Present, ed. Steven M. Ober-
helman (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013); Jacques Le Goff, The	Medieval	Imagination, 
trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1988) esp. ch. ‘Christianity and Dreams: Second to Seventh Century’ 
193-231. It is the same in Dream	Cultures, ed. Shulman and Stroumsa (quoted 
above).

Phronema	 	 	 	 															Volume	31(1),	2016
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both body and soul or “inner and outer person.”14 According to Brakke, 
when he referred to the bodily sleep the Alexandrian father considered 
it an ethically neutral, physiological phenomenon whereas by the sleep 
of the soul he usually meant ignorance and sinfulness.15 Whilst the 
Athanasian stances on sleep, as we shall see below, cannot be reduced to 
these nuances, I find Brakke’s assessment useful for the organisation of 
the available and sometimes contradictory evidence. Thus, of the various 
hypnological passages reviewed herein I shall discuss, first, those that 
refer to sleep as a physiological phenomenon to then analyse those which 
illustrate the spiritual criterion. Before looking at the relevant passages 
and as an introduction to the theme, it is useful to consider a sample 
of the complex ways in which St Athanasius employed sleep imagery; 
the passage in question combines elements that are otherwise scattered 
throughout the corpus. The complexity of his approach transpires in the 
account on St Antony being badly hurt by the devil during the hermit’s 
withdrawal in a tomb for ascetic purposes.16 The passage presents in 
counterpoint the wounded and comatose ascetic, presumed dead (see 
κείμενον ὡς νεκρόν)17 by the villagers who organised for him a wake in 
the church, and the sleepiness of the mourners (πάντας κοιμωμένους).18 
The only mourner who kept vigil (γρηγοροῦντα)19 was the hermit’s 
acquaintance who would sometimes bring him bread. The story ends 
with St Antony rising from his coma and asking to be carried back to 
the tomb. Multiple nuances are discernible in this brief narrative, where 
sleep features as coma, death, and lack of vigilance, the antithesis of 

14 See ἔκ τε τοῦ ἔσω καὶ τοῦ ἔξω ἀνθρώπου. De	 morbo	 et	 valetudine 1 in F. 
Diekamp, Analecta	patristica, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 117 (Roma: Pon-
tificium Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1938, repr. 1962) 5-8 here 5.7-8. 
English translation in Brakke, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism 310-13 
here 310; the section numbers follow Brakke’s division of the text.

15 Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism	87-88.
16 Life	of	St	Antony 8.3.16-4.25 in Athanase	d’Alexandrie:	Vie	d’Antoine, intro-

duction, texte critique, traduction, notes et index par G. J. M. Bartelink, Sources 
chrétiennes 400 (Paris: Cerf, 1994) 156-58. See Brakke, Demons	and	the	Mak-
ing	of	the	Monk	30-33.

17 Life	of	St	Antony 8.3.17 (Bartelink 156).
18 Life	of	St	Antony 8.3.21-22 (Bartelink 158).
19 Life	of	St	Antony 8.3.22 (Bartelink 158).
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which being represented by the watchfulness of one mourner and St 
Antony’s capacity to rise from his slumber. Below we shall discover that 
these nuances were recurrent in Athanasian thought.

Sleep	as	a	physiological	phenomenon

Possibly echoing a minority view shared by Aristotle, Cicero, certain 
disciples of Hippocrates, and Galen,20 in On	Sickness	and	Health21 the 
Alexandrian presented sleep as a natural occurrence and a necessary time 
of rest for body and soul. He actually believed, according to Metteer, 
that only a well rested person could maintain balance and spiritual 
watchfulness.22 The latter point shows how interconnected were human 
nature and the ascetic life in the mind of St Athanasius. Of immediate 
interest is that the hypnological stances in On	Sickness	and	Health display 
a realistic appraisal of human nature or, to paraphrase Brakke, the outer 
person. It is undoubtedly this realism – let us call it incarnational23 – which 
prompted the Alexandrian to acknowledge the full humanity of Christ, 
despite the risks entailed by such an approach during the Arian crisis. It 
is a truism to insist beyond pointing out that the antagonists of Nicaea 
twisted the kenotic status of the Logos incarnate into a proof against 
the Lord’s genuine deity. More precisely, St Athanasius maintained 
that insofar as the Lord was truly God incarnate he experienced all that 
pertains to human nature, namely, “being hungry, thirsty and weary, 

20 Caroline Petit, ‘Signes et présages: Le discours prédictif et ses enjeux chez 
Galien, Artémidore et Ptolémée’ in Artémidore	de	Daldis	et	l’interprétation	des	
rêves:	Quatorze	études, ed. Christophe Chandezon and Julien du Bouchet (Par-
is: Les belles lettres, 2014) 161-90 esp. 164-67. Maithe A. A. Hulskamp, ‘The 
Value of Dream Diagnosis in the Medical Praxis of the Hippocratics and Galen’ 
in Dreams,	Healing,	and	Medicine	in	Greece, ed. Oberhelman (quoted above) 
33-68 esp. 48-51, 66-68. Dodson, ‘Philo’s De somniis’ 300.

21 On	Sickness	and	Health 5-6 (Diekamp 6.25-7.9; Brakke	311-12). However, in 
On	Sickness	and	Health 5 (Diekamp 6.25-35; Brakke 311) sleep features both as 
needed rest and a metaphor for spiritual negligence.

22 See Metteer, ‘Distraction or Spiritual Discipline’ 15-16, 41.
23 The incarnational mindset of St Athanasius still stirs debates in scholarship. For 

a recent discussion, see Darren O. Sumner, ‘The Instrumentalization of Christ’s 
Human Nature in Athanasius of Alexandria’ Studia	Patristica	52 (Leuven and 
Paris: Peeters, 2012) 129-39.

Phronema	 	 	 	 															Volume	31(1),	2016



8

Stances	on	Sleep	and	Dreaming	in	the	Athanasian	Corpus

and not knowing, and sleeping (καθεύδειν), and weeping.”24 Together 
with the expository stances in On	 Sickness	 and	 Health, this passage, 
repeatedly mentioned and/or paraphrased by scholars in relation to 
Christ’s humanity,25 shows that in principle, and in contexts in which he 
focused on the human nature and its physiological traits, our holy father 
appraised sleep in positive or at least neutral terms.

The same positive understanding transpires at times, albeit 
indirectly, in writings of circumstantial nature as well as in the ascetic 
theology of St Athanasius, which affirm the wholeness of human nature 
and sleep as integral to it. For instance, in Defence	before	Constantius	
he complained about the turmoil he experienced because of unjust 
accusations. He confessed, “I used to pass sleepless nights (ἀΰπνους 
νύκτας) contending against the charge, as if in the presence of my 
accusers.” Sleeping was made impossible by worries and restlessness, 
being replaced by tumultuous vigil and prayers associated with anxiety.26 
It is obvious that for him sleep conditioned one’s peace and wellbeing as 
much as it did spiritual watchfulness. A similar perception emerges from 
his statement on the unintended sleeplessness caused to desert ascetics 
by demonic activities. In a saying attributed to St Antony, he showed how 
the demons roused the monks from sleep, supposedly for prayer; “and 
this they did constantly, hardly allowing […][them] to sleep at all (μηδὲ 
κοιμᾶσθαι).”27 Even though the apparent motive seemed worthwhile, 
namely, being awoken for prayer, still this was a disturbance of the 
normal sleep patterns which led to exhaustion and the possible defeat 

24 Against	the	Arians 3.34. Athanasius: Werke, Band I: Die dogmatischen Schrift-
en, Erster Teil, 3, ed. Karin Metzler and Kyriakos Savvidis (Berlin and New 
York: Lieferung and De Gruyter, 2000). Retrieved via TLG.

25 See Matthew C. Steenberg, Of	God	and	Man:	Theology	as	Anthropology	from	
Irenaeus	 to	Athanasius (London and New York: T&T Clark, 2009)	4; Jon M. 
Robertson, Christ	as	Mediator:	A	Study	of	the	Theologies	of	Eusebius	of	Cae-
sarea,	Marcellus	of	Ancyra	and	Athanasius	of	Alexandria (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007)	203.

26 Defence	before	Constantius 6.2 in Athanasius:	Werke, Zweiter Band: Die Apol-
ogien, 8 Lieferung, ed. Hanns Christof Brennecke, Uta Heil, and Anette von 
Stockhausen (Berlin and New York: De Gruyter, 2006). Retrieved via TLG.

27 Life	of	St	Antony 25.2.7-9 (Bartelink 206).
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of the ascetics. This understanding prompted St Athanasius to criticise 
the crossing of nature’s boundaries by some ascetics – dubbed heretics – 
who cultivated sleeplessness.28

This positive assessment notwithstanding, the physiological 
phenomenon of sleeping was still too much associated with the 
animal side of human nature and therefore demanded reticence. This 
reticence is obvious in a range of Athanasian writings. For instance, it 
is noteworthy that, not unrelated to the earlier example of St Antony’s 
coma, the Alexandrian father often used sleep imagery, more precisely 
the expression “falling asleep” (see ἐκοιμήθησαν29 and κοιμηθέντας30) 
as a euphemism for death. This euphemistic expression, perhaps a 
pastoral way of addressing the matter, was common to the Alexandrian 
writers.31 Beyond this pastorally motivated substitute, the association of 
sleep and death is telling, very likely echoing Galen’s representation of 
sleep as death.32 More clearly pessimistic assessments of sleep feature in 
the saint’s ascetic writings. For instance, sleep and other physiological 
phenomena appeared to the Alexandrian’s favourite monastic paradigm, 
St Antony, as ignoble aspects of human existence. According to St 
Athanasius, “when he pondered the noetic character of the soul [the 

28 See μὴ καθεύδειν (do not rest), γρηγοροῦντες (vigilant or watchful persons), 
φοβούμενοι τὸν ὕπνον τὸν σωματικόν (people who fear the bodily sleep). On	
Sickness	and	Health 6 (Diekamp 7.3-9; Brakke	311-12). See Brakke, Athanasius	
and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism	87, 90; Metteer, ‘Distraction or Spiritual Disci-
pline’ 15-16; Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 223. On extreme 
forms of sleep reduction, see Brakke, Demons	and	the	Making	of	the	Monk	84-
87; Metteer, ‘Distraction or Spiritual Discipline’ 13-14, 21-27; Dossey, ‘Watch-
ful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 222-23.

29 History	 of	 the	Arians	1.2.14 in Athanasius: Werke, vol. 2.1, ed. H. G. Opitz 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1940) 183.

30 On	the	Councils	of	Ariminum	and	Seleucia 4.4.29 in Athanasius: Werke, vol. 2.1, 
ed. H. G. Opitz (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1940) 233.

31 See for instance Origen, On Prayer 11.1.4 (προκεκοιμημένων ἁγίων) and 11.2.7 
(προκεκοιμημένοις ἁγίοις). Origenes: Werke, vol. 2, ed. P. Koetschau, Die grie-
chischen christlichen Schriftsteller 3 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1899). Retrieved via 
TLG.

32 Stroumsa, ‘Dreams and Visions’ 191-92; Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy 
Romans’ 214-15.
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hermit] was rather ashamed about eating, sleeping (κοιμᾶσθαι), and 
other necessities of the body.”33 It is likely that this attitude reiterated the 
Platonic, Aristotelian, and Galenian representation of sleep as involution 
– an experience of decreased rationality.34 It is possible, furthermore, 
that St Antony’s shame was caused, as Cox Miller suggested in relation 
to the early Christian reticence toward physiological phenomena, not 
by the body as such but “because it was not a body of plenitude”35 or 
perfection – in monastic terms, a body liberated from the passions.36 
This reluctance and shame prompted St Antony, as we shall see 
below, to practice and recommend sleep reduction, an aspect which, 
strangely, was praised by St Athanasius. In exalting the hermit’s ascetic 
achievements, including sleeplessness, it seems that the Alexandrian did 
not realise how antithetical this was to his own positive views of sleep 
as contributing to one’s wellbeing. The contradiction dissipates however 
when one considers his profound conviction that nature had to be 
ascetically remoulded and spiritually transformed, as Pettersen pointed 
out.37 Whereas he acknowledged the naturality of sleep, ultimately St 
Athanasius believed that this physiological phenomenon pertained to the 
human being’s present state, not its glorious destination – a conclusion 
which confirms Cox Miller’s assessment.

So far we have seen that St Athanasius perceived sleep as a 

33 Life	of	St	Antony 45.2.5-7 (Bartelink 256).
34 See Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 216-17, 226.
35 Patricia Cox Miller, ‘Dreaming the Body: An Aesthetics of Asceticism’ in As-

ceticism, ed. Vincent L. Wimbush, Richard Valantasis et al. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998) 281-300 esp. 282. The chapter is concerned mainly with 
the dream theory of two Cappadocian fathers, St Gregory the Theologian and St 
Gregory of Nyssa. Cox Miller’s note seems to be independently confirmed by 
the comments of Bushell in relation to St Antony’s bodily wholeness, as depicted 
by St Athanasius. See William C. Bushell, ‘Psychophysiological and Compara-
tive Analysis of Ascetico-Meditational Discipline: Toward a New Theory of As-
ceticism’ in Asceticism, ed. Wimbush, Valantasis et al. 553-75 esp. 566-67.

36 Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 212-13. Incidentally, as Brakke 
pointed out, freedom from the passions was considered a superior form of death. 
Brakke, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism 157-58.

37 Pettersen, Athanasius	102-3.
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natural occurrence, an essential part of being human, even though this 
very physiological feature was not representative for the higher state of 
being to which humankind was called. This last point prepares the next 
step of my analysis.

Spiritual	perspectives	on	sleep

We have seen above that sometimes the Alexandrian teacher employed 
the imagery of sleep in a metaphorical sense, as signifying bodily 
death. Elsewhere, quoting Ephesians 5:14 St Athanasius used sleep as a 
metaphor for spiritual death, more precisely ignorance, unmindfulness, 
and turpitude.38 Similarly, and in a more direct way, he referred to 
spiritual ignorance as the “slumber of the mind” (see καθεύδουσι τὸ ὅλον 
τῇ διανοίᾳ), which was experienced by those who “subverted the soul’s 
vigilance” (ἐκπίπτουσι τῆς κατὰ ψυχὴν γρηγορήσεως).39 These examples 
lead us back to Brakke’s distinction between the two meanings of sleep 
in the teaching of the Alexandrian father, of which in what follows I 
focus on the spiritual dimension.

I begin by pointing out that sleep could impact morality and 
responsibility. St Athanasius believed that sleep made one innocent of the 
evil intentions of others, as it happened with a certain bishop Euphrates 
who was asleep when his Arian antagonists cunningly introduced a 
prostitute in his room to compromise him. According to the saint’s 
account, the woman “saw the man asleep (κοιμώμενον) and ignorant of 
what was happening (μὴ εἰδότα τὸ γιγνόμενον)”40 and then, recognising 
his episcopal attire, refused to play by the Arians’ plot. Very relevant in this 
context, Brakke showed that for the Alexandrian teacher sleep constituted 
a serious impairment of the soul or reason which, during dormancy, lost 
its grip on the body and became incapable of exercising free will.41 The 

38 “Wake up, sleeper (ὁ καθεύδων), rise from the dead.” Against	the	Arians 3.46.2.5 
(Metzler and Savvidis). Retrieved via TLG. The same passage is taken literally 
as referring to the eschatological resurrection in Festal	Letter 7.2.

39 On	Sickness	and	Health 6 (Diekamp 7.7-9; Brakke	312).
40 History	of	the	Arians 20.4.20-21 (Opitz 193).
41 Brakke, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism	157.
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story of bishop Euphrates and the prostitute is evidence for this perception. 
Nevertheless, whilst in this incident the unawareness pertaining to sleep 
defended the victim’s innocence, elsewhere St Athanasius employed the 
same association for opposite purposes. Thus, the overlapping of sleep 
with unconsciousness, ignorance, and unmindfulness prompted him to 
use, metaphorically again, the imagery of sleep to characterise – from 
the angle of certain pagan critics – the confusion caused by the Arian 
crisis. Construed by their pagan opponents as only then beginning to 
wonder about the identity of the Lord, Christians were “as if waking out 
of sleep […] to enquire how they were to believe concerning Christ.”42 
This negative use of sleep imagery corresponds to the passage referred to 
earlier, from On	Sickness	and	Health 6. That said, at times St Athanasius 
returned to brighter notes in his spiritual approach to sleep.

Deeply impressed by the accomplishments of the saints, he 
believed that sleep and any other natural occurrence can be ascetically 
transformed into a spiritual tool for the attainment of the renewed life. 
This understanding is illustrated by the anchorites from whom, according 
to the biographer, the young Antony learnt the ways of the ascetic life, 
of whom one succeeded in sleep reduction (ἀγρυπνοῦντι) and another 
slept on the ground (ἐν … χαμευνίαις).43 In emulation of the second 
example, St Antony “was content to sleep on a simple mat (εἰς δὲ τὸν 
ὕπνον ἠρκεῖτο ψιαθίῳ) yet mostly he laid on bare ground (ἐπὶ γῆς μόνης 
κατέκειτο).”44 But the hermit accomplished an even more difficult feat, 
by successfully fighting sleepiness in imitation of the first example – 
and seemingly emulating the sleep discipline of the Platonists.45 “He 

42 …εἰ Χριστιανοὶ ὥσπερ ἐξ ὕπνου νῦν ἐγερθέντες ζητοῦσι, πῶς δεῖ περὶ Χριστοῦ 
πιστεύειν. On	the	Councils	of	Ariminum	and	Seleucia	2.3.14-15 (Opitz 232).

43 Life	of	St	Antony 4.1.5-12 esp. 7, 9 (Bartelink 140). For notes on this passage, 
see Arthur Urbano, Jr., ‘“Read It Also to the Gentiles”: The Displacement and 
Recasting of the Philosopher in the Vita	Antonii’ Church	History 77:4 (2008) 
877-914 esp. 904-5.

44 Life	of	St	Antony 7.7.31-32 (Bartelink 152).
45 See Douglas Burton-Christie, The	Word	in	the	Desert:	Scripture	and	the	Quest	

for	Holiness	 in	Early	Christian	Monasticism (New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993) 51; William Harmless, SJ, Desert Christians:	An	Intro-
duction	to	the	Literature	of	Early	Monasticism (New York: Oxford University 
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kept vigil (ἠγρύπνει) to such an extent that he often continued the whole 
night (ὅλην τὴν νύκτα) without sleep (ἄϋπνον); and this not once but 
often.”46 This exploit enabled him to remain watchful in spite of the 
bodily exhaustion and the wounds inflicted by the demons; “whilst he 
wailed because of the pain of his body, his mind was awake (νήφων δὲ 
τῇ διανοίᾳ) and he mocked them.”47 Watchfulness was not, however, the 
ultimate goal of sleep deprivation. First of all, it constituted an antidote 
for “idleness and neglect of virtue,”48 as we read in On	 Sickness	 and	
Health. Furthermore, a statement included later in Life	 of	 St	 Antony 
discloses the goal of vigilance as reaching the state of an unflinching 
mind – “the vision of the saints remains undisturbed (ἡ μὲν τῶν ἁγίων 
ὀπτασία οὐκ ἔστι τεταραγμένη)”49 – able to gaze unhindered upon God, 
beyond the haze of any worldly weaknesses and concerns. St Athanasius 
reiterated a similar idea in his letter On	 Sickness	 and	 Health, where 
he spoke of “a divine sense perception (θείαν αἴσθησιν) […], which 
often is naturally produced within the heart even in its bewilderment 
(ἐν κατανύξει καρδίας).”50 The last two passages are relevant for the 
understanding of Athanasian dream theory, even though they speak of 
insight and vision rather than dreaming. But before I turn to dreaming, 
one more point should be made in relation to the topic of sleeplessness.

According to the Athanasian narrative, given his personal 
achievements St Antony urged his disciples to cultivate, among other 
spiritual practices, sleeplessness (ἀγρυπνίαν).51 Here we find ourselves at 
the other end of the spectrum – from the fierce denunciation of immoderate 

Press, 2004) 61, 71; Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans” 221-22.
46 Life	of	St	Antony 7.6.23-25 (Bartelink 150-52).
47 Life	of	St	Antony 9.8.31-32 (Bartelink 160). See also the previous sentence “his 

soul rather stood up watchful and without trembling” (ἀτρέμας δὲ μᾶλλον τῇ 
ψυχῇ γρηγορῶν ἀνέκειτο).

48 On	Sickness	and	Health 5 (Diekamp 6.25-35; Brakke 311).
49 Life	of	St	Antony 35.4.15-16 (Bartelink 230). See Brakke, Demons	and	the	Mak-

ing	of	the	Monk	33.
50 On	Sickness	and	Health 8 (Diekamp 8.6-7; Brakke 313).
51 Life	of	St	Antony 30.2.6 (Bartelink 218). This advice corresponds to St Athana-

sius’ praise of Mary the Theotokos as moderate in all things and as practicing 
sleep reduction. See Gwynn, Athanasius	of	Alexandria	112-13.
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forms of asceticism such as sleeplessness, discussed above. As puzzling 
as this situation may be, the fact that St Athanasius advocated both sides 
has its reason, I posit, in the transformative perspective presented by 
Pettersen. Operating like an implicit factor of consistency, this perspective 
acknowledges sleep as a natural phenomenon and watchfulness as the 
true measure of one who lives above nature, the saintly ascetic. That 
said, the Athanasian Antony as well as our Alexandrian teacher himself 
displayed a profound understanding of the different strengths of their 
fellow human beings. According to the biographer the great hermit 
encouraged his disciples to be aware of their weaknesses and not push 
themselves beyond those limits – in other words, the need for moderation, 
in which may reverberate Platonic echoes52 and in which one could easily 
identify the source of later monastic counsels.53 For instance, St Antony 
advised the monks who could not withstand sleeplessness to replace it 
by prayerfulness: “pray continually and sing psalms before sleep and 
upon waking up (εὔχεσθαι συνεχῶς, ψάλλειν τε πρὸ ὕπνου καὶ μεθ’ 
ὕπνον).”54 There was room, therefore, for various forms of asceticism 
including in relation to sleep – against the backdrop of the widespread 
concern for sleep management in the fourth century Egyptian desert.55 
Such concerns were of course legitimate, since, paraphrasing Philip K. 
Dick’s adage in Radio	Free	Albemuth, only the sleep of the foolish could 

52 See Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 218. On moderation in terms 
of sleep reduction in the monastic milieus of Egypt, see Metteer, ‘Distraction or 
Spiritual Discipline’ 11-13.

53 See Brakke, Demons	and	the	Making	of	the	Monk	154, 170; Burton-Christie, The	
Word	in	the	Desert 163-64.

54 Life	of	Antony 55.3.9-10 (Bartelink 282). See Burton-Christie, The	Word	in	the	
Desert 117-18; Gwynn, Athanasius	 of	 Alexandria 150-52. The same advice 
seems to be echoed by Shenoute’s saying with reference to someone commit-
ted to the Nicene faith, “When he goes in, (he says) ‘God’, and when he comes 
out, (he says) ‘Jesus.’ When he lies down to sleep, ‘God’, and when he gets up, 
‘Jesus’. When he blesses, ‘God’, and when he prays, ‘Jesus’.” See Shenoute of 
Atripe, I	Am	Amazed 802, in Stephen J. Davies, Coptic	Christology	in	Practice:	
Incarnation	and	Divine	Participation	in	Late	Antique	and	Medieval	Egypt, Ox-
ford Early Christian Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008) 283-84. 
See also Gwynn, Athanasius	of	Alexandria	116.

55 See Brakke, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism	87, 89-90; Gwynn, Atha-
nasius	of	Alexandria	110, 116.
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remain undisturbed. The ascetics of the desert were far from foolish. 
Consequently, their sleep has always been problematic.

So far we have discovered that when assessed either as a natural 
phenomenon or within an ascetic perspective sleep was, for St Athanasius, 
a complex experience, charged with positive and negative connotations. 
We have seen, furthermore, that in fighting sleep the Athanasian ascetic 
was motivated by the desire to better nature and surpass it in his/her 
strive to reach out to God. These considerations are likewise applicable 
to the Athanasian dream theory, to which I must now turn.

Athanasian Views on Dreams

Another possible reason behind St Athanasius’ moderate reluctance 
toward sleep could be that hypnotic space was the nebulous matrix of the 
unconscious and the uncontrolled, specifically the realm of dreaming. As 
Dossey noted, dreams, which currently signify the continuous operation 
of the mind during sleep, “were for most Greek authors actually an 
indication of the supremacy of one’s irrational side,”56 and so a reversal 
of the normal order where reason supersedes physiology.57 Several 
examples reviewed below confirm the agreement of our saint with the 
overall perception of his time. That said, similar to the contradictory 
representations of sleep, Athanasian oneirology is far from reductionist. 
It displays pessimistic as well as optimistic overtones, which the 
Alexandrian father has not attempted to reconcile, at least not explicitly. 
The similarity continues in that, as we shall soon discover, very likely 
his puzzling stances on dreaming have been conditioned by contextual 
factors such as his agendas and the circumstances in which he wrote. 
In what follows I consider, first, a series of negative assessments of 
dreaming, then several positive stances, to end with brief considerations 
on holiness as a prerequisite for revelatory dreams and visions.

56 Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 217. See also Cox Miller, ‘Reflec-
tions on Dreams in Patristic Literature’ 164.

57 Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 218.
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For instance, in his Letter	to	the	Bishops	of	Egypt	and	Libya, St 
Athanasius utilised a sleep-and-dream analogy to ridicule the schemes 
of the Eusebian antagonists, who aimed to have the Orthodox bishops 
either deposed or killed. The very short sentence reads, Ἐκεῖνοι μὲν οὖν 
τοσαῦτα νυστάζοντες φανταζέσθωσαν μάτην, which Robertson rendered 
as, “Let them however thus dream and imagine vain things.”58 Whereas 
Robertson’s translation is a little liberal, since νυστάζω refers primarily 
to “dozing off” and only as a secondary sense to dreaming, the line is 
nevertheless relevant to the current discussion. Preceding by more than 
a millennium and a half Goya’s etching, El	sueño	de	la	razón	produce	
monstruos, the text analogically associates two realities, namely, the plots 
of the evildoers and the dark dreams that emerge out of the unenlightened 
subconscious during sleep. Surely, the cabal of Eusebius could not have 
plotted whilst dozing off yet their infamy appeared to the Alexandrian 
saint as the expression of a nightmarish conscience. What matters is that 
this metaphorical use of dream terminology betrays a reticence toward 
oneiric phenomena.

Also negatively denoted is the Athanasian use of oneiric 
imagery to describe heretical doctrines. For instance, in relation to the 
Christology of certain docetist sectarians the Alexandrian father pointed 
out that they represented the Lord as “appearing to be a human being 
the way an illusion appears in a dream (ὡς ἐν ὀνείρῳ φαντασίας)” not 
as possessing a real human nature.59 Apart from the doctrinal aspects 
entailed by this statement, of interest is that here dreams amount to 

58 To	the	Bishops	of	Egypt	and	Libya 23.1.1. Athanasius	Werke, Band I: Die dog-
matischen Schriften, Erster Teil, ed. Dirk Uwe Hansen, Karin Metzler, and 
Kyriakos Savvidis (Berlin and New York: De Gruyter, 1996) 64. Athanasius:	
Select	Works	and	Letters,	ed.	Archibald Robertson, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fa-
thers (= NPNF), Series 2, vol. 4: 235.

59 Against	the	Arians 2.43 in Athanasius:	Werke, Band I. Die dogmatischen Schrift-
en, Erster Teil, 2. Lieferung, ed. Karin Metzler and Kyriakos Savvidis (Berlin 
and New York: De Gruyter, 1998) 220. The passage is quoted in	extenso in Pe-
ter J. Leithart, Athanasius, Foundations of Theological Exegesis and Christian 
Spirituality (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2011) 22, yet not with 
reference to dreams.
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delusions or treacherous imagination (φαντασία),60 lacking credibility. 
Similarly, the Tropikoi heard the saint admonishing them, “your dreams 
(ἐνυπνιάσθητε) led you to say that the Holy Spirit is a creature.”61 Note 
the use of ἐνυπνιάζω which generally means to dream yet etymologically 
refers to being asleep and also, perhaps, being lost in the labyrinthine 
world of hypnos. Either way, against the backdrop of doctrinal polemics, 
this passage, like the previous one, reveals a pessimistic perception of 
dreams as generating false opinions and erroneous beliefs.

A further reason must have conditioned St Athanasius’ pessimism, 
namely, the widespread use of dreams for divinatory purposes in 
Late Antiquity.62 His attitude was not isolated. As Stroumsa pointed 
out, reluctance toward divinatory practices was fairly common in 
the Christian and Jewish milieus of the time.63 But let us have a look 
at what the Alexandrian had to say. For instance, in Festal	 Letter 13 
he included divinatory dreams in the category of false prophecy and 
took Deuteronomy 13:1-3, quoted almost in full,64 as a pretext for the 
condemnation of such practices. This condemnation, however, cannot be 

60 Nevertheless, in a different context φαντασία means “notion” or “rational rep-
resentation,” for instance in the phrase τῆς περὶ Θεοῦ φαντασίας (“the notion of 
God”). See Against	the	Gentiles 2.12 (Thomson 6).

61 Letters	to	Sarapion 1.30.3. Athanasius	Werke, Band I: Die dogmatischen Schrift-
en, Erster Teil, 4: Lieferung, ed. Kyriakos Savvidis (Berlin and New York: De 
Gruyter, 2010) 524.

62 Dossey, ‘Watchful Greeks and Lazy Romans’ 210. Petit, ‘Signes et présages’ 
167-74. Frances Flannery, ‘Dreams and Visions in Early Jewish and Early Chris-
tian Apocalypses and Apocalypticism’ in The	Oxford	Handbook	of	Apocalyp-
tic	Literature, ed. John J. Collins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014) 
104-20 esp. 114. Louise Cilliers and François Pieter Retief, ‘Dream Healing in 
Asclepieia in the Mediterranean’ in Dreams,	Healing,	and	Medicine	in	Greece:	
From	Antiquity	to	the	Present, ed. Steven M. Oberhelman (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2013) 69-92. Janet Downie, ‘Dream Hermeneutics in Aelius Aristides’ Hieroi	
Logoi’ in Dreams,	Healing,	and	Medicine	in	Greece (quoted immediately above) 
109-27. Robert Wiśniewski, ‘Looking for Dreams and Talking with Martyrs: 
The Internal Roots of Christian Incubation’ Studia	Patristica 63 (Leuven and 
Paris: Peeters, 2013) 203-8.

63 Stroumsa, ‘Dreams and Visions in Early Christian Discourse’ 193-94.
64 Festal	Letter 13.7 (NPNF 4, 541). Given that the original is lost, the editors have 

translated this and all the other Festal Letters from the Syriac.
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taken as signifying an overall suspicion against the natural phenomenon 
of dreaming. As with sleep, dreams required prudence only because of 
their misuse, in this case for divinatory practices – a point in which the 
saint’s discerning views crossed paths with the suspicion of other early 
Christian authors towards false ecstatic experiences and untrustworthy 
prophecies.65 The saint’s assessment of divinatory dreams makes more 
sense when the condemnation is read, for example, in the light of Life	
of	 St	Antony 31, where divination and prediction feature as deceptive 
demonic activities by which the invisible enemy attempts to gain the trust 
of the ascetics.66 Whilst the passage does not make mention of the method 
used by demons to divine or prophesy (προλέγειν),67 it is likely that this 
happened in dreams. Read from this angle, the passage from Festal	Letter 
13 and all the negative examples reviewed above are ultimately clarified 
in the sense that what prompted the saint’s reticence towards dreams, 
divinatory or otherwise, was his conviction that the oneiric space was 
prone to demonic activity – a perception which, according to Stroumsa,68 
was fairly common in the early Christian centuries. Therefore, as with 
Athanasian sleep theory it seems that the saint’s oneirological pessimism 
was not a matter of principle or related to the natural aspect of dreaming; 
pessimism was required in certain circumstances, out of pastoral concern.

65 Bettine Krönung, ‘Ecstasy as a Form of Visionary Experience in Early Byzan-
tine Monastic Literature’ in Dreaming	in	Byzantium	and	Beyond, ed. Angelidi 
and Calofonos (quoted above) 35-52 esp. 36-38.

66 Life	of	St	Antony 31.1.1-2 (Bartelink 220). For a similar point in relation to an-
other passage in the vita, Bronwen Neil, ‘Synesius of Cyrene on Dreams as a 
Pathway to the Divine’ Phronema 30:2 (2015) 19-36 esp. 35. More broadly on 
St Athanasius’ accusation of divinatory practices as demonic, see David Brakke, 
‘Athanasius of Alexandria and the Cult of the Holy Dead’ Studia	Patristica 32 
(Leuven: Peeters, 1997) 12-18 esp. 16-17.

67 Life	of	St	Antony 31.1.1 (Bartelink 220). For the whole discussion see Life	of	St	
Antony 31-33 (Bartelink 220-28).

68 Stroumsa, ‘Dreams and Visions in Early Christian Discourse’ 199-200. That 
said, as shown in Life	of	St	Antony, the Alexandrian did not unilaterally associate 
dreams and demonic attacks. Recently, Keskiaho has pointed out that demonic 
visions became increasingly disentangled from dreams. See Jesse Keskiaho, 
Dreams	and	Visions	in	the	Early	Middle	Ages:	The	Reception	and	Use	of	Patris-
tic	Ideas,	400-900 (Cambridge University Press, 2015) 65 n. 175.
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This conclusion is implicitly confirmed by the manner in which 
St Athanasius handled the issue of nocturnal emissions. Challenged by 
the scrupulous attitude of some monks who refused holy communion 
after experiencing wet dreams, in his Letter	to	Ammoun the Alexandrian 
teacher clarified that “when any natural secretion happens unwillingly, 
then we are subject to this and other [similar] things by a necessity of 
nature.”69 The terminology of dreaming does not feature in the letter but 
the context makes plain that the problem was related to an involuntary 
occurrence during dreamtime. We trace here once again the realistic 
appraisal of human nature in St Athanasius, an attitude which we have 
encountered also in relation to his views of sleep. Noteworthy is that even 
in the presence of embarrassing dream-related physiological phenomena, 
he maintained a balanced approach.

This naturalist appraisal makes easier to grasp the positive 
stances on dreaming encountered elsewhere in the Athanasian corpus – 
particularly when they refer to scriptural passages. For instance, in Letter	
to	Maximus the Alexandrian shepherd evoked the dream of Pilate’s wife 
during the trial of Christ, acknowledging its theological significance. 
More precisely, he maintained that it was Christ himself who inspired the 
dream. In his words, “when Pilate had washed his hands, […] the Lord 
answered him no more, but rather warned his wife in a dream (ἐχρημάτιζε), 
so that He that was being judged might be believed to be God not in word, 
but in power.”70 Incidentally, albeit Robertson’s oneiric rendition is again 

69 ὅτε δὲ φυσική τις ἀβουλήτως ἔκκρισις γίνεται, τότε τῇ τῆς φύσεως ἀνάγκῃ μετὰ 
τῶν ἄλλων, […] καὶ τοῦτο ὑπομένομεν. Letter	 (48) to	 Ammoun 65.11-14 in 
Périclès-Pierre Joannou, Fonti,	Fasciolo ix:	Discipline	 générale	 antique	 (ii-ix	
s.)	–	Les	canons	des	pères	grecs, vol. 2 (Roma: Tipographia Italo-Orientale “S. 
Nilo”, 1963) 63-71. Retrieved via TLG. For a comprehensive treatment of the 
matter of wet dreams in St Athanasius and the fourth century Egypt, see Brakke, 
‘The problematization of nocturnal emissions’ esp. 436-46, with an analysis of 
Letter	to	Ammoun at 442-45. Pettersen, Athanasius	99-100, deals with Letter	to	
Ammoun without touching on the topic of wet dreams. The advice of St Athana-
sius seems to draw on the natural explanation of wet dreams in the Hippocratic 
tradition. See Hulskamp, ‘The Value of Dream Diagnosis’ 49-50.

70 Letter (61) To	Maximus 1 (PG 26, 1085A; NPNF 4, 578). 
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liberal,71 in using a verb that refers to oracular warnings, χρηματίζω, St 
Athanasius displayed an unexpected freedom from the usual reluctance 
towards dreaming. The scriptural context demanded from him to adjust 
both tone and strategy. Similarly, he mentioned Jacob’s dream in his 
correspondence with St Sarapion of Thmuis, again without showing any 
suspicion.72 In both cases he acknowledged dreaming as a vehicle for 
divine messages to the faithful,73 possibly in tune with the exegetical 
tradition which perceived scriptural dreams as prophecies74 and the 
monastic reiteration of scriptural dreams as paradigmatic for ascetic 
experience.75 From this viewpoint, Miller’s assessment – “the language 
of the dream was an important religious language for early Christians”76 
– is as valid for St Athanasius as much as it is for the sources which she 
reviewed. Nevertheless, and as discussed by Brakke,77 the Alexandrian 
discerned that not all dreams communicated divine revelation and, 
furthermore, that not all human beings could receive divine messages. 
His conviction was that only the saints – purified, virtuous, ascetically 
exercised, and sealed by the Holy Spirit – were worthy to receive 
revelatory dreams and visions. Here is a relevant passage from On	
Sickness	and	Health.

…the sleep (ὕπνος) of the saints is endowed with the vision 
(θεωρίαν ἔχει) of superior [aspects of reality] and whilst their 
body rests still (ἡσυχάζοντος) on the ground the mind (νοῦς) 
goes through to outer things, and flies up from the earth to the 
heavens […].78 For instance, whilst he was bodily lying down 

71 The rendition is based of course on Matthew 27:19 where the notion of a dream-
mediated (κατ’ ὄναρ) revelation is explicit.

72 Letters	to	Sarapion 1.26.8.33-36 (Savvidis 517). He used here the same verb, 
ἐνυπνιάζω (see ἐνυπνιάσθη), found in Letters	to	Sarapion 1.30.3 (Savvidis 524).

73 Without referring to these examples, the possibility that St Athanasius perceived 
dreams as facilitating the knowledge of God was recently discussed by Neil, 
‘Synesius of Cyrene on Dreams’ 32-33.

74 Stroumsa, ‘Dreams and Visions in Early Christian Discourse’ 195-96.
75 Krönung, ‘Ecstasy as a Form of Visionary Experience’ 40-41.
76 Cox Miller, ‘Reflections on Dreams in Patristic Literature’ 164.
77 Brakke, Athanasius	and	the	Politics	of	Asceticism 250-52.
78 Without mentioning the saints, an almost identical description features in 

Against	the	Gentiles 33.21-28 (Thomson, 90).
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(καθήμενος) on the mountain, Elisha, the great prophet, followed 
Gehazi mentally (ἠκολούθει … κατὰ τὸν νοῦν). [In turn,] though 
bodily asleep (κοιμώμενος) saint Daniel was vigilant in mind 
(ἐγρηγόρει τῷ νῷ) and so was able to see those great and divine 
visions (βλέπων μεγάλας καὶ θείας ὁράσεις).79

Echoing the visionary experiences of apocalyptic literature, such as 
Ascension	of	Isaiah,80 as well as the perception of ecstatic dreams within 
the monastic milieus of the time,81 the above passage discusses how the 
saints transcend the natural boundaries of sleep and dreaming. In such 
cases, the mind (νοῦς) preserves intact even in the land of hypnos the 
“divine sense perception” which we have encountered in another passage 
from the same letter. By virtue of this exceptional faculty, the mind of a 
saintly person escapes the chains of irrationality – associated, we have 
seen, with sleep – and continues to exercise its cognitive operations – 
lucidly and perceptively – in a way that is peculiar to both regular dreaming 
and the wakeful experience of most people. Against the backdrop of a 
complex sleep-related vocabulary (see ὕπνος, ἡσυχάζοντος, καθήμενος, 
κοιμώμενος), the passage conspicuously avoids literal references to 

79 On	Sickness	and	Health 7 (Diekamp 7.10-16; Brakke 312).
80 Bishop Alexander Golitzin pointed out, in ‘“Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men”: 

The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Niketas Stethatos, and the Tradition of “In-
teriorized Apocalyptic” in Eastern Christian Ascetical and Mystical Literature’ 
Dumbarton	Oaks	Papers 55 (2001) 125-53 esp. 127, the fact that St Athanasius 
seems to have alluded to Ascension	of	Isaiah, alongside other apocryphal writ-
ings, when banning pseudepigrapha in his Paschal Encyclical of 367. Neverthe-
less, the message of Ascension	 of	 Isaiah with reference to visionary dreams, 
which Golitzin described in ibidem at 129, strikes one as coinciding with the 
passage from On	Sickness	and	Health, quoted above. The scope of this paper 
does not allow for a search of St Athanasius’ sources. Given the similarity of 
Ascension and On	Sickness, I would venture to suggest, however, that beyond 
the ban the Alexandrian father must have continued to read pseudepigrapha. The 
ban could have been motivated by his pastoral strategy, mentioned earlier, of 
precluding the enthusiasm of the masses for oneiromantic practices. I am grate-
ful to the anonymous reviewer who pointed me to this matter.

81 Krönung, ‘Ecstasy as a Form of Visionary Experience’ 41. Flannery, ‘Dreams 
and Visions’ 110-12. Carolina Cupane, ‘The Heavenly City: Religious and Secu-
lar Visions of the Other World in Byzantine Literature’ in Dreaming	in	Byzan-
tium	and	Beyond (quoted above) 53-68 esp. 54-56.
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dreaming. Instead, it employs the terminology of contemplation and 
vision (see θεωρίαν ἔχει, ἠκολούθει … κατὰ τὸν νοῦν, βλέπων μεγάλας 
καὶ θείας ὁράσεις) in association with the notion of spiritual vigilance 
(ἐγρηγόρει τῷ νῷ). Normal dreams seem to be replaced by controlled 
visionary experiences, which are part and parcel of the transformation 
undertaken by the saints on the spiritual journey, as illustrated by the 
two prophetic paradigms. Even in the event that visionary dreams are 
not entirely discarded, the passage conveys that not dreaming as such 
was the cornerstone of communication with God; it was the quality of 
the dreamers. St Athanasius exhibited similar convictions in an earlier 
work, Against	 the	 Gentiles, particularly chapters 30-34,82 where he 
discussed divine visions, both diurnal and nocturnal, as conditioned by 
the purification of the recipients and their inner experience of God’s 
kingdom.83 Given the notorious lack of references to dreaming in the 
latter writing, I shall not discuss it further. It is noteworthy, however, 
that the agreement of these Athanasian writings finds confirmation in a 
spurious Antonian text collected in The	Philokalia, which differentiates 
between the overall capacity of human beings to know God and the 
“living human beings” to whom God speaks – very likely the saints who 
are spiritually alive.84 Whether or not this work is genuine, the obvious 

82 See for instance Against	 the	Gentiles 31.37-44, 33.21-28, 34.12-26 (Thomson 
86, 90, 92-94)

83 See Against	the	Gentiles	30.6-10, 33.26-28, 34.15-19,22-26 (Thomson 82, 90, 
92-94).

84 “Only the human being is capable of God. God speaks however only to the one 
that is [spiritually] alive – at night through dreams (δι᾽ ὀνείρων), by day through 
the [perceptive] mind. And to the human beings who are worthy (τοῖς ἀξίοις 
… ἀνθρώποις) [of him] he predicts (προλέγει) and announces (προσημαίνει) in 
every way the future goods.” On	the	Morals	of	Men	and	the	Wholesome	Lifestyle	
(Παραινέσεις περὶ ἤθους ἀνθρώπων καὶ χρηστὴς πολιτείας)	159 in Φιλοκαλία	
τῶν	 ἱερῶν	 νηπτικῶν	 συνερανισθείσα	 παρὰ	 τῶν	 ἁγίων	 καὶ	 θεοφόρων	 πατέρων	
ἡμών	 ἐν	 ἠ	 διὰ	 τῆς	 κατὰ	 τὴν	 πράξιν	 καὶ	 θεωρίαν	 ἠθικής	 Φιλοσοφίας	 ὁ	 νοῦς	
καθαίρεται,	φωτίζεται,	 καὶ	 τελειούται vol. 1, second edition (Ἐν Ἀθήναις: Ἐκ 
τοῦ Τυπογραφείου Παρασκευὰ Λεώνη, 1893) 2-16 here 15. Section 170 of the 
same writing returns to the topic by way of a spiritual exercise: if one meditates 
with gratitude upon God’s providence before going to sleep, his/her soul/mind 
will maintain vigilance (νήψις) and the ability to see God truly (ἀληθὴς Θεοῦ 
ὄρασις) whilst s/he keeps glorifying him like when awake. Φιλοκαλία 16.
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Stoic idiom of the author, reminiscent of St Sarapion85 (a disciple of St 
Antony) does not allow for it to be considered of a later making than 
the timeframe of interest. Therefore, its testimony comes across as an 
implicit endorsement of the Athanasian message from within the same 
historical and possibly spatial area of Egyptian monasticism.

In short, in harmony with his sleep theory St Athanasius exhibited 
both positive and negative appraisals of dreaming. What mattered to him 
was ultimately the status of the dreamers, with holy men and women 
being construed as privileged recipients of divine messages by way of 
dreams and visions.

Conclusion

Contemporary scholars tend to ignore the multifaceted contribution of 
St Athanasius to early Christian hypnology and oneirology. When they 
do not ignore it, usually they simplify the complexities pertaining to his 
views on sleep and dreams by choosing to address either the positive 
stances or the negative ones. We have seen that this reductionist approach 
is conditioned by the analysed Athanasian texts and the different 
presuppositions of the scholars. Against this backdrop, above I considered 
broader textual material than is the current trend in scholarship, looking 
at writings from various times and places which illustrate the particular 
concerns of their author. The main outcome of this undertaking has been 
the realisation that complexity was inherent to Athanasian thinking. 
Thus, the saint’s views of sleep and dreams cannot be reduced to either 
the optimistic or the pessimistic stances. We have discovered likewise 
that complexity entails a series of contradictory statements which cannot 
be reconciled without the integrative perspective delineated by Stroumsa 
and Pettersen. Specifically the latter’s interpretation led me to assess 
the contradictory statements of St Athanasius in terms of emphasising 

85 See my book review on Oliver Herbel, Sarapion	of	Thmuis:	Against	the	Man-
ichaeans and Pastoral	 Letters, Early Christian Studies 14 (Strathfield, NSW 
and Banyo, QLD: St Pauls Publications and Centre for Early Christian Studies, 
2011) in Phronema 30:1 (2015) 167-77 esp. 172-73 and Herbel’s own notes at 
29, 53, 62 etc.
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different aspects of the same phenomena – as conditioned by the 
different circumstances pertaining to the redaction of the writings and as 
pointing to the saint’s conviction that human nature should be ascetically 
transformed. So perceived, his views of sleep and dreaming appear as 
internally consistent although multilayered in structure. In short, whereas 
he displayed prudence with reference to the value of sleep and dreaming, 
the Alexandrian father was not opposed in principle to such natural 
phenomena. His recurrent return to the ascetic exigencies was motivated 
by the spiritual challenges intrinsic to sleep and dreaming. Lastly, we 
have discovered that when dreams had to do with either the Scriptures or 
the experience of the saints the Alexandrian father showed an unreserved 
agreement – particularly when dreams were associated with exceptional 
occurrences like ecstatic visions.


