Asceticism: Self-Abuse or Means of Transformation

Asceticism, generally understood as self-discipline in the service of ongoing moral and
religious development, plays an instrumental and necessary role in the processes of spiritual
formation and contemplative transformation. Asceticism as strict moral self-discipline has long been
viewed in the great traditions as an essential foundation for compassionate, selfless action in human
relations, as well as for strengthening courageous forbearance in the quest for self-transcendence and
enlightenment.1
In contemporary Western culture, however, asceticism is ignored,2 if not outright denied,3
by many persons, including many who are following traditional religious paths. The reasons for this
are many. They include positively: 1) an ardent desire among many people to affirm human life and
the world we live in, and consequently a legitimate renunciation of those deformative ascetical
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practices that are self-serving or self-destructive; and negatively: 2) an embrace of a consumerist
world view that uncritically rejects traditional wisdom from the great world religions, wisdom that
has long stressed ascetical self-restraint, moral discipline, and respect for the spiritual dignity of
human beings and the integrity of nature. I will address this latter aspect first.

Consumerism as an Inversion of Asceticism
Consumerism and its expression in the consumption and enjoyment of material goods have
become the dominate world view of many persons living in the economically advantaged West.
Moral relations, within this view, are understood and configured largely in terms of the exchange
of goods and services, the possession of private property, and the satisfaction of individual wants and
needs.4 The repercussions of such devaluation of life in terms of consumption are becoming more
obvious all the time in the social epidemics of violence, oppression, sexual abuse, unwanted
children, and human made environmental disasters.
What has been, for many religious formation traditions,5 an obvious connection between

4

Edmund V. Sullivan writes: "Commodity culture . . . is first and foremost a society of
'consumers.' Consumption becomes the predominant motif of that culture's concerns. Consumption
in the pejorative sense is to destroy, to use up, to waste, to exhaust. And why not, since it is an
essential mechanism for a 'mass production' society? The market mechanism of mass production
is incredibly impervious to questions of social justice." "The Scandalized Child: Children, Media,
and Commodity Culture," in Toward Moral and Religious Maturity (Morristown, NJ: Silver Burdett,
1980), 558. Sullivan cites R. Williams, Key Words (England: Fontana, 1976).
5

This paper assumes a distinction between faith and formation traditions made by Adrian van
Kaam in his Science of Foundational Human Formation. Richard D. Byrne clarifies the distinction
by writing: "formation tradition refers to the form directives that have been handed over from
generation to generation. They are distinguished from value and faith directives, expressed in faith
traditions, that disclose the overall meaning of life and the general direction it should take to acquire
consonance. Form directives, on the other hand, disclose how life should be formed concretely in
ongoing formation experience." Byrne, "The Science of Foundational Human Formation and Its
Relation to the Christian Formation Tradition" (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University, 1982), 197; see
2

ascetical formation and contemplative or mystical transformation, has in this age been severed in the
consumer's market of meditation techniques and popular therapies. Meditation, relaxation therapies
and the exploration of one's psychic life are marketed, by some, as nonreligious means to selfactualization and success.6 For many others, both in the New Age movement and traditional
religions, meditation practice joins an emerging psychospiritual technology in an effort to achieve
both spiritual awakening and great wealth as the means to realize the cultural myth of unlimited
consumption.7 Moral consequences of one's actions are often ignored if not denied.8 I assert that
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there is an intrinsic connection between the spirituality of unbridled consumption and the demise of
ascetic discipline. Self-interested consumerism is an inversion of authentic asceticism.
Growing numbers of people are seriously questioning the "ethic of abundance" in the face
of limited natural resources, the regular extinction of endangered species, mass starvation and the
epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases, just to name a few of the serious problems stemming, in
part, from the consumerist view of life and world. Peter H. Van Ness, in his recent book Spirituality,
Diversion and Decadence, argues convincingly, that,
Spiritual regimens should be enlisted . . . for the sake of one's own spiritual well-being, but also
on ethical grounds; solidarity with persons oppressed in this or any other way is a moral
obligation as well as a social prerequisite for attaining the fullest measure of spiritual wellbeing. . . . [S]piritual discipline must be understood as an intellectually critical form of political
resistance.9
Many environmentally concerned persons now question humanity's presumed lordship over nature
and the belief that we have the right to consume, exploit and destroy both resources and people
without regard to social, spiritual and ecological consequences. There is a growing consensus among
people concerned for the future of our planet that we must embrace an "ethic of scarcity" and perhaps
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even a renewed asceticism.10

Rejection of Pathological Asceticism
Ironically, one reason asceticism has so often been rejected, even by members of formation
traditions that have long advocated ascetic discipline, is because of the perception that it denies life
and world.11 Contemporary Western sensitivities find much about traditional forms of ascetic
renunciation curious if not repugnant and inexplicable, including fasting and abstinence, celibacy
or sexual continence, poverty or renunciation of wealth, disregard for personal hygiene, sleep
deprivation and any form of intentional production of pain.
A rejection of asceticism understood as a perverse practice antithetical to healthy mindedness
is especially true of those who have embraced modern psychology and psychotherapy, which have
tended to view asceticism, like mysticism, merely as repressive, regressive and pathological.12 There
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are grounds for such rejection of course. The history of asceticism, East and West, is replete with
stories and examples of repressive, self-destructive behavior. Masochism disguised as holy means
to spiritual awakening is not new.13 One has only to recall Origen (185-254 CE) who interpreted all
too literally Jesus' words: "there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the
kingdom of heaven." (Mt 19:12 RSV)14
In Medieval Christianity, there are numerous accounts of severe fasting, mostly by women
mystics, many of whom might be described as anorexic.15 It appears, for instance, that some of them
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may have suffered from anorexia which, at the time, would have been viewed by their peers as holy
asceticism. Some cases of early death bear all the marks of anorexic starvation. Self-starvation is
not restricted to Christian circles, but is known in India as well, especially among the Jainas, some
of whom have refused to eat as an act of nonviolence (ahimsa).16 Even today, studies of anorexia
nervosa17 suggest a possible link between the self-destructive behavior of the subjects studied and
the intensity of religious and ascetical attitudes.18
Asceticism either as an excuse or simply the means to self-abusive, self-destructive behavior
usually masks some deeper social or personal pathology. Masochism and the corresponding sadism
that fosters it, disguised as pious ascetical practice, only deforms human life, relationship and world.
The question must be asked then: Can there be a healthy, life-giving, integrating asceticism?
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Origin of the Term Ascetic
The term "ascetic" comes from the Greek asketikos meaning "athletic" or "exercised" which
in turn derives from askein, meaning "to exercise" or "to train."19 The asketes was "the one who
practices or exercises," and askesis originally referred to intense athletic training aimed at peak
physical fitness and athletic performance. Ancient Greeks adapted these terms to describe methods
of discipline aimed at self-realization (arete in the Cynics) and self-mastery, particularly over one's
passions (apatheia in the Stoics). Ascetic practice reached fruition in the perfection of the virtues,
personal happiness (eudaimonia) and well-being (euthymia), although this meant for some a rejection
of the body and the world.20

Asceticism in the Apostle Paul
The word askein enters the Christian faith tradition with the Apostle Paul, who is quoted in
Acts 24:16, when he explains to Felix (Roman procurator of Judea) that he always "strives" (NAB)
or "takes pains" (RSV) (i.e., he exerts himself) to keep his "conscience clear before God and
humanity." Although this is the only time that a cognate of askesis appears in the New Testament,
Paul goes on to use the image of the athlete to describe his own ascetical practice: "Every athlete
exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.
Well, I do not run aimlessly, I do not box as one beating the air; but I (treat my body severely) and
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subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified." (RSV 1 Cor 9:25-27) Paul
states that "those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires."
(Gal 5:24) In this way, the Christian is freed from a slavery to sin and freed for a slavery to Christ
and to justice (dikaiosyne). (Rom 6:6, 16-22) This also means that Christians become through their
love (agape) servants to one another (Gal 5:13; Phil 2:1-5). This self-denial, on the one hand, is the
fruit of metanoia--the converted heart transformed through grace. On the other hand, it opens the
Christian to the bountiful gifts of the Spirit, including, not only love, but also "joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control," (Gal 5:22) all of which bespeak the
absence of spiritual dissonance, indicating a transformed, loving heart.
While Paul's asceticism might sound harsh, it is not based upon any gnostic dualism that
opposes body to spirit. For Paul, the Christian finds salvation in the flesh, yet not according to the
sinful desires of the flesh. (2 Cor 10:3; Rom 8:3) Flesh (sarx) in Paul designates, not primarily the
body (soma), but instead those self-serving or sinful tendencies of embodied existence such as
drunkenness, gluttony, lust, lewdness, and debauchery, which work, not for the welfare of others,
but against the body of Christ that is the church, and by extension, all of humanity. Paul's
antagonism is against neither human bodiliness nor desire. Rather, Paul takes aim at those
disordered passions and desires that incapacitate one for loving action in the world, on the one hand,
and limit one's experience of peace, joy, patience, and gentleness, on the other.21 In this way, Paul's
asceticism becomes a freeing exercise of self-discipline; never an end in itself, it serves as an
instrumental means for reforming disordered desire and opening the human further to the
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transforming power of the Spirit as the gift of grace.22

The Teaching of the Buddha
In the life of the Buddha, ascetic moderation (dhuta), specifically articulated in the middle
way (between extremes; Skt. madyama-pratipad), is a central theme in his enlightenment and
teaching.23 After years of extremely rigorous and self-abusive practice, he remembers one day the
detachment from desire he experienced as a boy sitting in the cool shade of a tree, watching his
father plow in the fields. He asks himself, "Could this be the way to enlightenment? And I saw that
this indeed was the way to enlightenment." Understanding, at last, that he needed not only to
discipline but to care for himself and nourish his body, he took refreshment, sat in the shade of a tree
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and awakened.24 In a great gesture of humility, he touched the earth as his witness.25
The Buddha teaches that neither the unrestricted indulgence of the senses nor the deprivation
of extreme ascetical practice can bring one to the transcendent peace and happiness that can be found
in nirvana--"the supreme refuge" that is free of decay, death, suffering and sorrow.26 In the
Dhammapada, "self-restraint and subjugation of the senses" serve instru-mentally the contemplative
transformation of aspirants, bringing them an "amplitude of bliss."27

These "wise ones,

contemplative, ever-striving sages of great prowess, realize nirvana, the incomparable bliss of
yoga."28 Here we see the classical meaning of asceticism as sensual restraint aiding spiritual
transformation, a transformation that integrates, not rejects, the sensory and affective dimensions of
bodily existence. The Buddhist practitioner seeks not more suffering (duhkha), but release from the
pathological suffering generated by either hedonistic indulgence or masochistic self-abnegation.29
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Asceticism as the Reformation of Desire
How does ascetic discipline work to reform sensory desire and make possible the
contemplative transformation of religious aspirants? Sixteenth century Spanish Carmelite, John of
the Cross, well known ascetical-mystical doctor of the Roman Catholic Church, offers an in depth
analysis of the purgative and illuminative process of contemplative transformation.30 He draws upon
the faculty psychology of scholastic philosophy to describe the mystic's journey to union with God.31

bodhicitta, the compassionate mind of enlightenment. In The Life of Milarepa, trans. Lobsang P.
Lhalungpa (Boulder: Shambhala, 1984), we hear the great Tibetan ascetic make clear the
compassionate, moral goal of ascetic discipline in the contemplative path:
Selfish desires stir up the five poisons.
Temporal desires separate the dearest friends.
Self-glorification evokes resentment in others.
Keeping silent about oneself will prevent conflicts.
By maintaining tranquillity and avoiding distraction,
In solitude you will find your companion.
Humility leads to the highest goal.
He who works with care will quickly achieve results.
Renunciation brings great fulfillment. . . .
Compassion abolishes the difference between oneself and others. (172)
What good is the virtue of renunciation?
Without learning to love others more than oneself. (166)
30
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For John of the Cross, to be human is to be incarnate spirit in which the sensory and spiritual
parts form one whole harmonious unity.32 Human beings have an infinite capacity for knowledge
and love in their spiritual faculties of memory, intellect and will. Only that which is infinite,
transcending all finite, created realities, can ultimately satisfy the human longing for lasting
fulfillment.33 Each person is, thus, ordered to a divine end that infinitely transcends every temporal
satisfaction as it is realized in a divine likeness and union with God through love. This is the essence
of the mystical experience for him.34
Appetites and desires in themselves are morally neutral.35 They can and often do become the
disordered source of so much suffering and affliction, however, as they lead the will in a search for
lasting, but finally unattainable, temporal fulfillment. Seeking satisfaction in any temporal reality
only leaves the will and affections tormented as they hunger for more.36 Appetites become
disordered as they inordinately fix the will on relentless consumption--craving more, consuming
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more, but never really being filled.37 Such appetites, he tells us, are "like leeches" that suck life from
one's veins, leaving one weak, weary and blind.38 What is most important, they incapacitate one for
receiving the union and likeness to God in contemplative transformation.39
John does not denigrate either the world or human desire. Rather, through ascetical practice,
We are dealing, with the denudation of the soul's appetites and gratifications; this leaves it free
and empty of all things, even though it possesses them. Since the things of the world cannot
enter the soul, they are not in themselves an encumbrance or harm to it; rather, it is the will and
appetite dwelling within it that causes the damage.40
Ascetical formation in the service of contemplative union recollects the will in one desire alone, the
desire for God,41 and for John, this means also the desire to love and care for one's neighbor.42 One
prepares oneself for contemplative transformation by ascetically renouncing, detaching and
mortifying these inordinate appetites and desires. They are withdrawn from the compulsive
consumption of life and world and reordered toward the God of love.43 This asceticism is not the
repudiation of desire in some perverse self-rejection, but instead a denial of one's purely self-serving,
willful grasping out at people and things without regard to the moral consequences. For John, such
moral disregard is the source of suffering in conflicted hearts; it is the source of oppression and

37

Ascent of Mt. Carmel 1.6.3-7.

38

Ibid., 1.10.2.

39

Ibid., 1.4.2; 1.9.3.

40

Ibid., 1.3.4.
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Ibid., 1.1.4; 1.14.2.

42

Ibid., 3.23.1.

43

Ibid., 2.15.4; Living Flame of Love 3.46-7.
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injustice.44
John condemns asceticism motivated "by an appetite" for masochistic pleasure as a "penance
of beasts" that serves only to increase vice, not virtue.45 The task of ascetics is to foster harmony
between flesh and spirit and consonance between self and world.46 Out of this comes a deep joy and
tranquil heart that are the prerequisites of full contemplative
transformation,47 and they come only when the sensory self has been "accommodated and united
with the spirit" in love for God and neighbor.48
Alain Cugno, reflecting upon John's ascetical teaching, makes clear that asceticism is not a
means of reaching God, it is a consequence of the relationship with God,"--a relationship of "love
for the suffering body" of humanity.49 Cugno sums up well John's asceticism:
Mortification is not a way of increasing my suffering, but of lessening it, by making my body
feel the pain that is bearable as opposed to the suffering that is unbearable. . . . Mortification
quietens suffering--not intellectual or moral suffering, but spiritual suffering, that is to say of
the whole [person], body and spirit together. . . .
What is mortification? A drop into the great darkness at the heart of the night itself,
where pain is summoned as a remedy for suffering. Anyone who mortified himself to suffer,
instead of to suffer less, would be perverse indeed.50
44

Ascent of Mt. Carmel 3.25.6; 3.28.9; The Minor Works, Maxims 28.
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Ascent of Mt. Carmel 2.7.5-12; Dark Night 1.6.2; 1.7.3.
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Contemporary Psychology and the Ascetic Quest
These views of ascetic moderation hold common ground with contemporary psychology
when asceticism is understood as self-discipline aimed at removing pathological suffering from one's
life and world. Radio, TV and the print media are filled with articles and testimonies of people who
advocate proper diet, regular exercise, daily meditation, monogamous sexual relationships, and the
elimination of damaging addictions from one's life.
Psychoanalytic theory, for instance, claims that primitive psychic powers (drives or
instincts)51 can be life-giving or life-taking, depending on their expression. Constructively, these
powers should be sublimated and redirected into activities that transform archaic destructive
tendencies by enhancing cultural life and nurturing interpersonal relations.52 Contrary to popular
opinion, psychoanalysis counsels a well-disciplined life as a prophylactic against psychopathology
and a cure of neurotic suffering.53 Both psychoanalytic theory and John of the Cross critique
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The German trieb in Freud's writings has been translated both as "instinct" and as "drive";
see Jay R. Greenberg and Stephen A. Mitchell, Object Relations in Psychoanalytic Theory
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 22. In classical psychoanalysis, a drive is an
innate quantity of psychic energy that empowers psychological processes which facilitate
gratification of organismic needs.
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Object relations theory, a broad revision of Freudian psychology, argues that human
fulfillment comes, not from mere libidinal satisfaction, but from the investment of one's energies in
life-giving relationships. The ascetic love of the mystic has much in common with the self-giving
love of parents for children. Asceticism of love forgoes immediate satisfaction for the benefit of
another. See Michael Eigen, "The Area of Faith in Winnicott, Lacan and Bion," International
Journal of Psychoanalysis 62 (1981): 414-33; Jack Engler, "Vicissitudes of the Self According to
Psychoanalysis and Buddhism: A Spectrum Model of Object Relations Development,"
Psychoanalysis and Contemporary Thought 6 (1983): 29-72; and Harry Guntrip, "Religion in
Relation to Personal Integration," British Journal of Medical Psychology 42 (1969): 323-33.
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16

religious practices that are, in reality, nothing more than a masquerade for destructive motives.54
From the perspective of physiological psychology, chemical addiction can provide a false,
but intensely convincing, illusion of satisfaction and freedom from suffering, while always actually
intensifying the addicted person's sense of dissatisfaction, depth of pathological suffering and
alienation.55 I assert that addiction is an inversion of the ascetical-mystical quest, since what the
addict longs for, the saint has found, the saint being one who actualizes a high degree of satisfaction,
personal integration and freedom from pathological suffering. Typically, this is realized through the
life-giving wisdom of an ascetical-mystical tradition.
From this psychophysiological perspective, both meditation and ascetical practice can
produce significant neurochemical changes, including the release of neurotransmitters such as
endorphin.56

Changes in neurochemistry induce corresponding changes, however subtle, in

mastered and controlled for the benefit of culture and society. Not unlike John of the Cross's
teaching concerning appetites and desires, Freud believes that the drives should be subject to reason
(for John, this means reflecting on the moral quality of one's actions). Beyond this, their views
diverge considerably. For instance, Freud contends that Christ's commandment, "Love thy neighbor
as thyself," is impossible to obey and that the instincts can never be fully mastered; see Sigmund
Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. and ed. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton,
1961), 90.
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See David M. Wulff, "The Perspective of Sigmund Freud," Psychology of Religion: Classic
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the Cross, Ascent of Mt. Carmel 2.7.5.
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consciousness and awareness.57 Such shifts can increase one's sense of well-being and consonance
with others and life itself,58 although evidence suggests that one can become addicted to the "natural
high" as well.59 Addiction to an endorphin "high" might even help explain the lure of self-abusive
asceticism.60

Ascetics for Today
For ascetic masters, like the ones we have addressed here, meditation and ascetical discipline
should be a primary concern of spiritual guides who want to alleviate their students of pathological
suffering induced by disordered passions and desires.61 As we have heard, this does not have to be
a denial of the embodied self, affectivity or desire, but a regime of spiritual practice specifically

Snyder, Drugs and the Brain (New York: Scientific American Books, 1986).
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Richard F. Thompson, "Chapter Five: The Chemistry of Behavior and Awareness,"
Introduction to Physiological Psychology (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1975), 154-89.
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geared toward their healing and transformation.

The discipline, training and exercise of

ascetical-mystical paths, from this perspective, are not meant to increase suffering but to lessen it.
The mystic finds what the substance abuser desperately searches for but can never find in the
pseudosatisfaction of such abuse.62
Asceticism, as a practice manipulating body, self and world, can become one more form of
addictive abuse. It can become an end in itself and stand together with consumerism as destructive
of life and relationship. Both our planet earth and the global human community stand today in peril
before human excesses. Authentic ascetic discipline as found articulated by the masters of the great
faith and formation traditions can provide wisdom for dealing with these crises. Ascetic moderation
disciplines the self in service of life and relationship. Its meaning lies in the reformation of desire
from pure autarkic self-seeking to compassionate care for others as the path to spiritual awakening
and contemplative transformation. I will close with a quote from "The Perfection of Contemplation"
("Dhyana-paramita") in the eighth century Buddhist text Entering the Path of Enlightenment, the
Bodhicaryavatara of the master and poet Shantideva:
Bodhisattvas, the compassionate,
having transformed their mentalities,
delighting in the tranquilizing of another's sorrow,
plunge into the deepest (Avici) hell,
like wild geese into a cluster of lotus.
When Beings are delivered
it is for them an ocean of joy which overwhelms all;
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What good is deliverance for oneself alone? (107-8)63
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