
 
 

BOOK REVIEW 
Published in the Holy Trinity Parish Bulletin 

 

Dear Parishioners, if you would like to share with us a book you have read from the parish library, please fill out a 
“review form” which can be found downstairs in the library. 
 

 

TITLE: In the Spirit of Happiness 
 
AUTHOR: The Monks of New Skete 
 

Our society is obsessed with finding the ephemeral concept of happiness in material things and 
exciting experiences.  In their book, In the Spirit of Happiness, the Monks of New Skete inform the 
reader that true peace is a “deep and lasting interior peace” that “comes only with the struggle to 
search out and accept the will of God in our lives”.  Happiness can be found even in the midst of the 
worst suffering.  This struggle can be accomplished through asceticism or spiritual discipline, which 
encompasses prayer, fasting, the study and contemplation of Holy Scripture, worship, sacraments, and 
good works.  Asceticism should lead us to the love of God and the power to carry out His will, rather 
than introversion and depression.  Spiritual discipline is a perpetual pursuit that leads the ascetic away 
from a nominal and sentimental view of Christianity to self-knowledge, repentance, integration of the 
Gospel into daily life, and ultimately theosis or divinization – the Orthodox Christian concept of 
becoming like God.  The Monks of New Skete insist that asceticism cannot be practiced in a solitary 
fashion, but in a cenobitic manner – the form of monastic life in which members live together in 
community.  Since a monastery is a microcosm, it serves a prophetic role in demonstrating the proper 
way of living a Christian life in the world. 

Many different stories are woven into the book to illustrate different aspects of asceticism and 
the spiritual journey.  The history of the monks’ journey from Eastern Rite Catholicism to the 
Orthodox Church is recounted.  There are also several short chapters detailing the history of 
monasticism over the past two millennia.  The story of “the Seeker”, a composite character of several 
spiritual pilgrims that entered the monastic life at New Skete, provides valuable insight into the many 
setbacks and developments one faces when one commits to spiritual discipline.  Finally, the 
experiences and questions of the monastery’s many visitors are included.  These stories reminded me 
of the various tales taken from the lives of the ancient desert fathers, but retold in a modern context. 

My one criticism of In the Spirit of Happiness is that the authors casually dismiss the Jesus 
Prayer and several interpretations of Scripture and Patristic writings.  The Jesus Prayer has long been 
an ancient Christian monastic practice, which has gained wide popularity in non-Orthodox churches in 
recent decades.  Readers can find several books in our parish library for further reading on the Jesus 
Prayer.  However, the Monks of New Skete are correct in looking beyond pious religious customs of 
the old country to an authentic form of monasticism inspired by the vision of the early monastic fathers 
that makes sense for modern America.  Only this vision will lead to transformation of hearts, souls, 
and bodies.           
 

Reviewed by Mark Vassilakis 


