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“If one wept too much, it could be embarrassing for others; yet if one didn’t weep enough, it might suggest a lack of devotion. (...) [Weeping] was directed inward, towards the community itself. It was an in-group expression of shared ideals” (Ingvild Sælid Gilhus, 2025)


LHP
In this interview, we’ll focus on the case study of the Pachomian ascetic traditions and the practice of weeping.  As an introduction, could you help us set the stage? What is the historical and religious context of the Pachomian ascetic tradition, and why does it make sense to look at Pachomius and the tradition he established as an example of total devotion, or as a way of understanding total devotion?
ISG:
It’s one of the first examples of a monastic movement. Pachomius was born at the end of the third century and lived until the middle of the fourth. He established monasteries in Egypt, and our sources come from a slightly later period, though not by much. They still allow us to get a sense of the emotional ideals cultivated within the monasteries. Weeping, for example, was a valued expression. Of course, we don’t know how much the monks actually wept in practice - these are narratives, after all - but for those who read or heard these stories, the ideals of repentance, sinfulness, and weeping would have been internalized. In that sense, these narratives reflect and transmit expressions of total devotion. So yes, it’s a very good ancient example of what the Total Devotion project is interested in.
LHP:
In your paper, and in your response here, you make a distinction between the practice or performance of weeping, as it may have taken place in a monastic context, and the narrativized form that was later written down and circulated to inspire other communities. If we start with the performance itself, within these monastic or ascetic social formations, why do you think weeping became such a primary emotional ideal? And how did it relate to the social organization of these ascetic groups?

ISG:
I think it has to do with the emphasis on salvation as the state of perfection, something expected in the hereafter. Joy and laughter were seen as belonging to that other, perfected world. In this life, however, the proper attitude was sorrow and grief, which expressed an awareness of both the imperfection of the world and one’s own sinfulness. Weeping thus became a way of adapting to life in this world, a visible sign of one’s inner struggle and repentance. But the sources also show an awareness that weeping had to be appropriate. If one wept too much, it could be embarrassing for others; yet if one didn’t weep enough, it might suggest a lack of devotion. So there’s an inner dialogue in the texts about what constitutes the right way to weep, the perfect balance of emotional expression.
LHP:
That connects to another point you raise - the idea that weeping primarily functions as an in-group signal. The idea or concept of total devotion emphasizes that these practices express group belonging or cohesion and signal a willingness to sacrifice, rather than simply representing propositional belief. Would you agree that weeping primarily functioned as such a signal?
ISG:
Yes, I think so. It wasn’t meant as a public performance for outsiders. The ideal wasn’t to show the outside world how sad or penitent you were. It was directed inward, towards the community itself. It was an in-group expression of shared ideals.
LHP:
You also mention that one should weep for the right reasons, not because of family conflicts for example, or other profane troubles, but for soteriological reasons.
ISG:
Exactly. The weeping should be directed toward the ideals of the monastic society, toward salvation and repentance, not toward worldly concerns.
LHP:
Right. So, the other part of your discussion concerns how these practices were later described and preserved in writing. You show how the stories themselves became a source of inspiration and a way of transmitting religious ideals, models that could be used to establish new monasteries and traditions. Could you elaborate on that?
ISG:
Yes, and that’s also central to Laura Feldt’s project - the idea of models as a general factor in radical or total forms of religion. There are many kinds of pull factors, but models and imitation are among the most general. This is very clear in monastic movements: you have these stories of monastic heroes that were told and retold, appearing in many different contexts. They began as oral narratives and were later written down in various ways. The organization of these texts may differ, but the point remains: they served as models to imitate. And the ideal of weeping was one such model of total devotion.
LHP:
Could you perhaps share a few more thoughts on why exactly weeping became so central? Religious texts portray a variety of emotional registers, and yet here weeping stands out. Is it mainly connected to this soteriological idea of being saddened by the mundane world and orienting oneself toward another one?
ISG:
Yes, I think so. The biblical background is extremely important. If you look at the Pachomian texts, they constantly refer to biblical passages. They lived in a monastic world where the Bible was an ever-present context. According to the New Testament, Jesus never laughed, but he did cry. He cried because this world was something to cry about. The Pachomians took that very seriously. They had a strong biblical justification for making weeping an ideal.
LHP:
Right. And that also connects to what we talked about earlier, the medium through which these emotions are expressed. Throughout history, the dominant forms of mediation have changed, perhaps quite radically in more recent times. I’d like to bring our discussion and your perspective into a contemporary context - speculatively, of course.
ISG:
I like speculations, yes.
LHP:
In your paper, you mention Hegghammer’s analysis of weeping in jihadism. And Hegghammer’s point actually runs quite parallel to yours regarding the function of weeping as an in-group expression. It’s not intended as a signal to outsiders but serves internal cohesion and signalling, confirmation of group-internal ideals. There’s also a lot of literature on how such groups have exploited new information infrastructures and social media in their recruitment strategies. That made me wonder, if weeping and similar emotional ideals could play a role in, for instance, recruitment? As a signal to potential or soon-to-be members?
ISG:
I’m not sure it’s particularly attractive as a recruitment strategy. One would have to see whether there are concrete examples and how they function. You could imagine that people might cry in front of outsiders when begging, to show holiness and thus elicit money or support. But as a general strategy, it’s hard to see how weeping would appeal to newcomers. If it works at all, it would probably only work for people who were already drawn to the group—people already emotionally or ideologically attracted.
LHP:
Then, when you describe weeping as a pull factor, it’s really about pulling those who are already within reach of the in-group, people who might be loosely affiliated or sympathetic, and making them more committed, rather than attracting outsiders altogether.
ISG:
Yes, I think that’s correct. Weeping is an expression of intensity, and total devotion is precisely about that - extreme emotional intensity. Weeping is an easy and visible way to express that level of intensity. It’s also immediately recognizable for others: when someone is weeping, it clearly signals strong emotion and total devotion. So, within such communities, it’s a very effective expression—a good thing to do if you want to show complete dedication.
LHP:
I also found it interesting that, in your paper, you discuss how the meaning of weeping depends on its broader cultural context. You mention, for example, that in some of Plato’s writings, weeping was seen as unmanly, certainly not an emotional ideal. And that perhaps the emerging Christian formations could use that status of weeping as a way of contrasting themselves with the dominant cultural ideals?
ISG:
Exactly. It represents the creation of a new kind of masculinity, the masculinity of the saint, of the ascetic, of the monastic life. There’s been a lot written about this new form of masculinity, and weeping fits perfectly into it. But [weeping] also relates to the relationship between the monastic father and the monastic son. That’s part of this new masculinity as well. Fatherhood is transferred to the leader of the monastery, or to the head of a house within the monastery. Weeping sometimes signals total submission to the father figure, who himself embodies the monastic ideal. The way one behaves toward him mirrors the way one behaves toward God. So that’s another important aspect.
