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A Priest’s Thoughts on Depression, 
Anxiety, the Soul, Your Body 

and Your Brain
Fr. Stephen Freeman

I was 19 years old the first time 
I had a panic attack. I was try-
ing to go to sleep in my dorm 
room, when suddenly my 
heart began racing, my mind 
speeding forward, with what 
seemed like crazy, desperate 
thoughts. That was in the early 
70’s and the phrase “panic at-
tack” had not been invented. 
What I did not know was that 

this was the beginning of a syndrome that would stay with 
me over the next 40 years. At times, it limited my life in 
terrible, embarrassing ways. I began a typical pattern of 
adjustment, in which I avoided various things that felt like 
“triggers.” Sometimes it felt like everything and nothing 
was a trigger. It was also the beginning of a journey of 
self-education, driven both by repeated treatment failures 
as well as eventual success and freedom. I have been panic-
free for about five years, though I do not assume that it 
cannot return.

Panic is not in your head. It is not a set of thoughts, even 
though it sets certain thoughts racing. My dog has panic 
attacks during thunderstorms (he’s in the middle of one 
right now). He does not have a “set of thoughts.” Panic 
is physical. It is, essentially, an “adrenalin storm,” a cas-
cade of chemicals that the body produces quite normally 
when it perceives immediate danger (the “fight or flight” 
syndrome). In that sense, panic is a gift from God. In the 
wrong situation (like trying to go to sleep), it feels like a 
gift from hell.

Though the advent of panic is unknown, people who suf-
fer from anxiety and depression are far more vulnerable. 
Indeed, it is treated as a subset of anxiety. It can be the re-
sult of trauma or a delayed result from stress or other such 
things. The first attack, most often, just seems to come out 
of nowhere.

Panic is not your fault. Telling someone, “But there’s 
nothing to be afraid of,” is useless. The thoughts come af-
ter the attack has begun. It is more accurate to describe the 
“thoughts” accompanying panic as something other than 
“thoughts.” They are not the result of reasoning or beliefs. 
They are the noise your brain makes when it has been hit 
with an adrenalin bath.

The same thing is generally true about depression and 
anxiety. These mental experiences are also clearly physi-
cal states that can be described, measured and diagnosed. 
They are, however, physical states that involve the neuro-
biological system. As such, they produce thoughts, affect 
our emotions, and create other psycho/physical symp-
toms.

Somewhat problematic, I think, is the not infrequent dis-
tinction made between anxiety and depression as physical/
medical problems and as so-called “spiritual” problems. 
There is no such distinction. We do not have “spiritual” 
problems that are not also physical problems, simply be-
cause we do not exist as some sort of divisible creatures. 
We could say that the whole thing is spiritual (including 
medicine). We do not have a “spiritual” life that is not 
connected with our body. We are human beings. Among 
the most torturous things I endured in my first year of 
suffering was having a group of well-meaning Christians 
gathered around me to cast out the demons, some of them 
convinced that there was some “unconfessed sin” in my 
life. I’m fortunate that my belief in God survived.

That said, healthy spiritual disciplines are an important 
part of the healing and recovery from these problems. If 
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you search patristic material you may wonder where the 
references to depression and anxiety are. They are hidden 
in a word that is quite common: acedia (sometimes spelled 
“accidie”). It is described as the most difficult of all the 
passions and garnered the nickname “the noonday devil.” 
Here is a brief description from St. John Cassian:

He looks about anxiously this way and that, and sighs 
that none of the brethren come to see him, and often goes 
in and out of his cell, and frequently gazes up at the sun, 
as if it was too slow in setting, and so a kind of unreason-

able confusion of mind takes possession of him like some 
foul darkness.

Gabriel Bunge, the Orthodox hermit and scholar on the 
works of Evagrius, offers this understanding of what he 
terms “despondency:”

Acedia manifests itself, then, as a type of slackening of the 
natural powers of the soul. Evagrius defines it in exactly 
the same way: Spiritual despondency is a slackness (ato-
nia) of the soul, namely a limpness of the soul, which does 
not possess what is appropriate to its nature.

It interests me that modern discussions of anxiety and de-
pression tend to alternate between a very physical account 
(“you have a chemical imbalance”) to very a psychological/
emotional account (as in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy). 
The truth is that it is both/and. We do not have moods, 
thoughts and emotions that have no basis in the electri-
cal chemical components of our brain. Our thinking and 
feeling is not detached from our body. However, our bod-
ies are not unresponsive to our thoughts. The complex of 
our existence means that we can and should deal with our 
health in a manner that involves the whole person.

The fathers of the desert had no psychotropic medica-
tion. Their insights were drawn from what they did have. 
It must be borne in mind that suicide was not unknown 
among them (there are any number of stories that recall 
such things). It would be a mistake, therefore, to assume 
that they knew everything there was to know on the sub-
ject or that following their lead is always and entirely suf-
ficient. It is not.

But they knew a lot. Much that they knew is buried be-
neath and within the terminology of desert asceticism. 
Just as acedia is largely the equivalent of anxiety and de-
pression, so, many of the remedies are equally disguised. 
Humility is frequently described as important in over-
coming acedia. Modern readers are left puzzled. How is 
being humble useful with depression? The humility they 
describe, of course, is deeply rooted in the discipline of 
confession. It is, in fact, the practice of “bearing a little 
shame.”

Modern research in Affect Theory has identified shame 
as the “master emotion,” and as a primary root of anxi-
ety and depression. Of course, we live in a culture that, 
though riddled with shame, often treats it as a taboo topic. 
This is especially true for men. A book I read several years 
ago on male depression was aptly named, The Problem 

In Affliction by Passions

O Most Holy Theotokos, save us.

Outbursts of passions trouble me and 
fill my soul with great despondency.  
Calm it, O Maiden, by the peace of thy 
Son and God, O all-blameless one.

O Most Holy Theotokos, save us.

I pray thee, O Virgin, to dispel the tu-
mult of my soul and the storm of my 
grief; for thou, O Bride of God, has giv-
en birth to Christ, the Prince of Peace, 
O only immaculate one.

O Most Holy Theotokos, save us.

I am tortured by grievous sicknesses 
and morbid passions: O Virgin, do thou 
help me; for I know thee to be an inex-
haustible treasury of unfailing healing, 
O all-blameless one. 

O Most Holy Theotokos, save us.

The turmoil of my passions, and the 
storm of my sins do thou bestill, thou 
who gavest birth to the Lord and Pilot, 
O thou Bride of God.

O Most Holy Theotokos, save us.

Heal, O pure one, the infirmity of my 
soul, when thou hast deemed me worthy 
of thy visitation, and grant me health 
by thine intercessions.

Supplicatory Canon to the Most Holy Theotokos
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Men Never Discuss. If depression is taboo, shame is more 
so. The desert fathers attacked the Noonday Devil at its 
very roots, discovering that the “way up is the way down.” 
Following the path of Christ in His voluntary acceptance 
of the shame of the Cross, they discovered the freedom 
that comes when the very deepest of all wounds is healed. 
In that healing, they found true peace, the ability to love 
and forgive, and the place of the deep heart.

I recently watched an interview with Fr. Zacharias of Essex 
in which he said, “Only the work we do to find the deep 
heart remains with us beyond the grave.” That is knowl-
edge that only comes from experience.

Again, there are many who continue with a false distinc-
tion between psychological/emotional/physical/spiritual 
matters. This, I think, is a product of an inadequate un-
derstanding of our human makeup. The crippling pain of 
depression and anxiety are often helped greatly by current 
medications (SSRI’s and the like). Sometimes they are life-
savers. They are not, however, a “treatment” for depression 
and anxiety. They do not address its cause or provide heal-
ing. They simply make it bearable – and that’s nothing to 
be despised.

The book, Our Thoughts Determine Our Lives, recounts 
the life and teachings of the Elder Thaddeus of V., a con-
temporary Serbian monastic. He battled with anxiety is-
sues for many years, suffering two nervous breakdowns. 
He tried medications to no avail (of course it was at a time 
well before the current protocols). His story describes cer-
tain profound spiritual conclusions, including the radical 
acceptance of the providence of God, that eventually gave 
him peace. It is worth a read by anyone who struggles with 
these things – at the very least for an example of holiness 
in the midst of this terrible form of inner struggle.

A contemporary elder of Mt. Athos makes this observa-
tion:

The image which we can use to describe the relationship 
of soul and brain is the violin with the violinist. Just as 
even the best musician cannot make good music if the 
violin is broken or unstrung, in the same manner a man’s 
behavior will not be whole (see 2 Tim 3:17) if his brain 
presents a certain disturbance, in which case the soul can-
not be expressed correctly. It is precisely this disturbance of 
the brain that certain medicines help correct and so aid 
the soul in expressing itself correctly. (Elder Epiphanios 
Theodoropoulos)

It is interesting that men in contemporary culture are so 
shame-averse. It is, of course painful to everyone at all 
times. However, the fear to go there requires courage – 
something our culture tends to praise. I have often been 
struck with astonishment at the courage of some very bro-
ken people, people whom others would consider “losers,” 
who found a way to enter the darkest places, bear the un-
bearable, and return with a measure of wholeness. They 
are my heroes.

The Lord has ascended into heaven that He 
might send the Comforter into the world.

The heavens prepared His throne, and the 
clouds His mount.

Angels marvel to see a Man high above 
them.

The Father receives Him Whom He holds, 
co-eternal, in His bosom.

The Holy Spirit commands all His Angels:

“Lift up your gates, ye princes!”!

All ye nations, clap your hands: for Christ 
has gone up to where He was before!”
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We are all Christians in the desert – and the desert is the 
landscape of our souls. The fathers of the desert found 
what everyone would find if they dared enter that place for 
the simple fact that they were humans in the same man-
ner that we are. They did not enter the desert in order to 
“get away from things.” They entered the desert in order 
to do battle with the deepest of things and the greatest of 
demons. They went there in order to avoid any distraction 
that might draw them away from the battle.

Our culture is full of distractions. However, the noonday 
devil has made his way into the cities and every corner 
of our culture. In some segments of American society, as 
many as 50 percent take some form of anxiety/depression 
medication. Again, this is not a cure. But it points to how 
widespread the battle has become.

St. Seraphim of Sarov famously said, “Acquire the Spirit 
of Peace, and a thousand souls around you will be saved.” 
This is a work of courage in our day and time, one that re-
quires wisdom and patience. Easy quips from the sidelines 
only belong to those who have never been there, or are 
afraid to admit it. I shudder when I hear someone describe 
medication as a “crutch.” I’ve heard the same thing said of 
religion. Given how crippled we are, it makes little sense 
to despise crutches.

It is important to move beyond the stop-gap measures 
that simply “keep us going.” There is a serious work of the 
heart to which the gospel calls us. St. Macarius observed:

The heart itself is but a small vessel, yet dragons are there, 
and there are also lions; there are poisonous beasts and 
all the treasures of evil. But there too is God, the angels, 
the life and the kingdom, the light and the apostles, the 
heavenly cities and the treasuries of grace—all things are 
there. (H.43.7)

https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/glory2godforallth-
ings/2017/06/26/priests-thoughts-depression-anxiety-
soul-body-brain/

Announcements
Gradual Opening of Our Parish: Please see Father Chris-
topher’s email updates about the opening of our parish.

Sisterhood of the Holy Myrrhbearers: The Sisterhood 

will meet from at 8:00PM on Tuesday, May 19.   

Order Gift Cards Through Holy Cross! Scrip cards are 
available from hundreds of retailers and don’t cost any 
more than the face value of the gift card. It’s a “free” fun-
draiser to benefit the Holy Cross building fund! Contact 

Karen Brudnak-Slate.

Financial Summary

May Actual Budgeted
Income $27,395.97 $13,317.00

Expense $10,673.64 $11,253.25
.

St. Seraphim of Sarov

You cannot be too gentle, too kind. 
Shun even to appear harsh in your 
treatment of each other. Joy, radi-
ant joy, streams from the face of 
him who gives and kindles joy in 
the heart of him who receives. All 
condemnation is from the devil. 
Never condemn each other. We 
condemn others only because we 
shun knowing ourselves. When 
we gaze at our own failings, we 
see such a swamp that nothing in 
another can equal it. That is why 
we turn away, and make much 
of the faults of others. Instead 
of condemning others, strive to 
reach inner peace. Keep silent, re-
frain from judgement. This will 
raise you above the deadly arrows 
of slander, insult and outrage and 
will shield your glowing hearts 
against all evil.
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We celebrate the feast of Pentecost and 
the coming of the Spirit, the appointed 
day of the promise, the fulfillment of 
hope. How majestic and great is the mystery! Therefore we cry aloud to Thee: 
“Glory to Thee, O Lord and Creator of all!”

Thou hast renewed Thy Disciples, O Christ, by giving them the gift of foreign 
tongues, that through them they might preach of Thee, the immortal Word and 
God,// Who givest great mercy to our souls.

The Holy Spirit provides all things: He pours forth prophecies, He leads priests 
to perfection, He teaches unschooled people wisdom, He reveals fishermen as 
theologians, He confirms the Church. O Comforter, one in essence and enthroned 
with the Father and the Son, glory to Thee!

We have seen the True Light.

We have received the heavenly Spirit.

We have found the true faith,

worshipping the undivided Trinity,

Who has saved us.

Holy Pentecost
Blessed art Thou, O Christ our 
God,

Who hast revealed the fishermen as 
most wise

by sending down upon them the 
Holy Spirit,

and through them Thou didst draw 
the world into Thy net.

O Lover of Man, glory to Thee!
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Be kind, for everyone you 
meet is fighting a great battle.

Often attributed to Philo of Alexandria, 
Probably by Rev. Dr. John Watson, writing as Ian MacLaren

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
1   2   3   

6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

4   5   

10AM Prayers at 
the Property

6   

6 PM Great 
Vespers

7  PENTECOST

9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy

8    

Fast-Free Week

9  

Fast-Free Week

10   

Fast-Free Week 
6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

11  

Fast-Free Week 
6PM Parish 
Council

12   

Fast-Free Week 
10AM Prayers at 
the Property

13   

Fast-Free Week 
6 PM Great 
Vespers

14  All Saints

9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
3PM Virtual Coffee 
Hour on Zoom

15     

Apostles’ Fast

16  

Apostles’ Fast
6:30PM Sister-
hood

17   

Apostles’ Fast 
6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

18    

Apostles’ Fast 

19   

Apostles’ Fast
NO Prayers at 
the Property

20   

Apostles’ Fast 
6 PM Great 
Vespers

21  All Saints of 
America

Apostles’ Fast 
9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
NO Coffee Hour on 
Zoom

22   

Apostles’ Fast

23   

Apostles’ Fast 

24   

Apostles’ Fast
6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

25   

Apostles’ Fast

26   

Apostles’ Fast
10AM Prayers at 
the Property
5PM Open Door

27   

Apostles’ Fast 
6 PM Great 
Vespers

28   

Apostles’ Fast 
9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
6PM Great Vespers

29   Holy 
Apostles Peter 
& Paul

10AM Divine 
Liturgy

30   

Holy Cross 
Orthodox Church
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Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
1   

6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

2   3   

10AM Prayers at 
the Property

4   

6 PM Great 
Vespers

5   

9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
3PM Virtual Coffee 
Hour on Zoom

6    7  8   

6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

9  

6PM Parish 
Council

10   

10AM Prayers at 
the Property

11   

6 PM Great 
Vespers

12   

9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
3PM Virtual Coffee 
Hour on Zoom

13     14  15   

 
6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

16    

 

17   

10AM Prayers at 
the Property

18   

6 PM Great 
Vespers

19   

 9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
3PM Virtual Coffee 
Hour on Zoom

20   21   

6:30PM Sister-
hood

22   

6:30PM In-
quirer’s Class 
on Zoom

23   24   

10AM Prayers at 
the Property
5PM Open Door

25   

6 PM Great 
Vespers

26   

 9:40AM Hours
10AM Divine Liturgy
3PM Virtual Coffee 
Hour on Zoom

27   28   29   30   31   

Holy Cross 
Orthodox Church

My child, if you want to live amongst people, you must watch the following: 
Do not  criticize anyone at all; do not ridicule anyone; do not become angry; 
do not despise anyone. Be very careful not to say ‘so-and-so lives virtuously,’ 
or ‘so-and-so lives immorally,’ because this is exactly what ‘judge not’ means. 
Look at everyone in the same way, with the same disposition, the same thought, 
with a simple heart. Accept them as you would accept Christ. Don’t open your 
ears to a person who judges.

St. Nephon, an ascetic Bishop.


