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On the Mt. Menoikeion Seminar trip, we often discussed our reasons for applying and participating, but 
somehow those reasons never really added up to the decision to go. For those to whom I think these 
statements apply, I wonder if there was something inexplicable, or even ineffable, about why we were 
drawn to such a trip. For me, my most immediate reason for applying was that Professor Tannous 
persistently (and convincingly) recommended this trip. But more importantly, I really wanted to commit 
to this multi-valenced learning opportunity, to be open to all that the monastery has to teach me. There 
was nothing in particular that I wanted this adventure to furnish, no particular lack that I needed to be 
fulfilled. This made the blessings that the trip provided all the more surprising, sweet, and sobering to 
me. 
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This perhaps goes without saying, but the configuration of the trip itself was incredibly unique. Rarely is 
it the case that a group such as ours, in which the majority of participants was not Greek Orthodox or 
was not on a path of becoming so, is able to have an extended stay with the nuns at the monastery. This 
aspect of the trip—to stay within the monastery—was an invaluable part of the experience. We saw the 
monastic space transform throughout the day as the visitors came and left. During the day, we would 
converse with the nuns while doing chores alongside them. But it was during those evening hours, after 
the visitors had gone that many nuns were able to have longer conversations with us. It’s difficult to 
convey how meaningful and special such exchanges were. We (the participants on the trip) each became 
close to different nuns, were interested in different aspects of “the” monastic experience, and thus 
asked them different questions. It’s certainly a testament to the awesomeness of the trip that we were 
never given a thesis to digest, but rather were given a space to explore whatever contact-points we 
could or wished to find.  
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In addition, we were able to explore our thoughts and learn about the monastery through the seminar 
presentations we all made. These presentations spanned various disciplines, time periods, and cultures, 
bringing into productive conversation many disparate aspects and practices of monasticism. In our 
discussions, we also related this scholarship to our encounters with the nuns’ monastic practices, giving 
our experiences many lenses through which to be refracted. My paper/presentation (also posted online) 
was about Alexander the Sleepless. To summarize, I’m including below a cheeky limerick written by a 
fellow participant (who shall remain anonymous) about my presentation: 
 



Once there was a monk who was Sleepless 
Too many people loved him to excess 
They sought him wide and far 
So he hopped inside a jar 
And finally he felt like a success 
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Another conduit for our thoughts was the many excursions which punctuated different points of the trip. 
We mostly visited sites that related to monasticism in the Byzantine Empire, led by the wonderful Lee 
Mordechai, one of the organizers of the trip. These visits allowed us to learn about the history of 
monasticism while visiting these places of worship. These three factors—the history, the sacredness of 
the spaces we were entering, and our status as visitors to that space—enriched but complicated such 
learning experiences. 
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Yet another forum in which we reflected upon the trip was through the unplanned, unstructured social 
time that we (the participants) spent among ourselves. This was indeed one of the most profound 
aspects of the trip for me. In a characteristically Hellenic Studies fashion, this trip brought together 
people from many disciplines, at very different stages of their academic journey, in an open, 
nonhierarchical space that is rare to find in other corners of academia. It was an exceptional pleasure to 
inhabit such a learning space with these peers of mine. 
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This trip was a truly unforgettable experience. I felt incredibly blessed throughout the entire experience 
(especially when, on my birthday, many nuns came to individually bestow upon me their blessings). This 
rich, complicated experience was littered with moments that felt so lucid and exquisite in their beauty. 
These moments included the walks we would take throughout the beautiful monastic complex, the 
conversations we would have outdoors while drenched in the rain, and the blissfully quiet moments in 
which we would soak in and meditate upon the experience. One particularly lucid moment occurred for 
me as we were leaving the monastery. I departed the monastery feeling full—not overflowing or 
underfilled, but just full—with a goodbye that could have been my first and final goodbye, wondering: 
shall I ever return to this magical place, and if so, with whom and under what conditions? 
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A participant on the trip commented that our monastery experience felt spaceless and timeless (out of 
space and out of time). To me, time and space at the monastery felt both unbounded and untethered. 
Unbounded because time and space seemed to stretch on forever. Untethered because time and space 
seemed to somehow exist outside of the intricate social constructions and social relations that I was 
accustomed to. (Of course, I began to see that the monastery has its own constructions of time, space, 
and social relations. Yet, I continued to marvel, from my own vantage point, at how norms could be so 
different from my norms, that things could be otherwise.) 
 
In our conversations, one nun in particular referred often to the “entanglements” of the world. As I think 
about how I will emerge from this experience and reintegrate myself with the world, I wonder what I 
shall do with such entanglements. Just as everyone comes to the trip with different reasons, they likely 
leave the trip with different ‘takeaways’ as well. At this point, I don’t think I am in a position to eliminate 
or sever my entanglements and ties. Perhaps all that I can do (which is quite a lot) is to disentangle 
myself from them, to renavigate my relationship to them, and ultimately to reinterpret them such that 
they are no longer necessarily the same cumbersome, strangling, relentless entanglements. What form 
this different relationship to the entanglements of the world will take, I do not yet know. But perhaps to 
know that things can be otherwise is as empowering a piece of knowledge as one might hope to grasp. 
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A final note: I mentioned that my birthday occurred during our trip. I should mention that food at the 
monastery was consistently and exceptionally delicious. On this trip that was full of surprises, some nuns 
surprised me with a plate of carved fruit on my birthday, and one of the fellow participants surprised me 
by organizing everyone to sing me a Greek happy birthday song at the synaxis (our celebration with the 
nuns), which fell on my birthday. And here, I leave you with a poem (with names redacted), which a 
fellow participant and I composed about another participant, which we exhibited at the synaxis. 
 
THE [redacted]IAD 
 
O antique muse of poetry 
I call on you to sing through me 
 
In ancient times when heroes roamed the land 
With noble deeds to seek fair maidens’ hand 
 
(Pagan) Gods toyed with man without apology 
And no man knew of archaeology 
 
In modern times new heroes have appeared 
Government officials now are feared 



 
The monster of corruption stalks the streets 
And fattens every person that it eats 
 
We set our scene in Thessaloniki 
Where crisis haunts this beautiful city 
 
Here, our hero [redacted] is found 
Guarding ancient treasures underground 
 
His mother must have had an epic dream 
To give her son a name so he should seem 
 
A great historian, nay, that he should become one 
Scholar, father, friend, and son 
 
On Egnatia Street there is a plan 
To build a metro cross the city’s span 
 
One day, the work uncovers something new 
A strata made of stone a different hue 
 
A surface smooth and hard comes into view 
This marble apparition stops the crew 
 
Each man could see that just beneath his feet 
For centuries had run another street 
 
All the way through vast Byzantinum 
From Istanbul to current-day Fyrom 
 
Our hero enters with his friend [redacted] 
They stop the crew, preventing further loss 
 
“Our heritage!” they cry, and wave away 
The builders, who work no more that day 
 
This noble deed, it shows our hero well 
Whose life contains more than we can tell 
 
O [redacted]! [redacted], mentor, guide 
In you resides Salonica’s pride 
 


