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The icon on the cover is entitled Eight Righteous Women,
written by a monk of Holy Transfiguration Monastery
in Brookline, Massachusetts.

Back Row (L-R)

St. Photini: The name given by the Eastern Orthodox tradition to
the Samaritan woman who encountered Jesus at the well, as told in
John 4:1-30. Tradition teaches that she was later martyred.

St. Melania of Rome: Melania the Elder (see p. 114).

St. Eudoxia Samaritan: A prostitute who converted to Christian~
ity and was martyred.

St. Pelagia the Penitent: One of the “desert harlots”’; after her
dramatic conversion, she journeyed to the desert, where she
remained until her death.

Front Row (L-R)

Macrina: Monastic founder from the Eastern Provinces (see

p. 128).

Mary of Egypt: A desert ascetic whose observance was rather
severe.

Mary Magdalene: Close friend and companion of Jesus as well as
the first witness of the Resurrection (Luke 24 and John 20).

Mary of Mesopotamia: The niece of the monk Abraham, who
raised her. She followed him into the ascetic life, was seduced by a
monk and fell into deep despair. Her uncle sought her out and
helped her to receive God’s gracious healing and return to the
faith. She also became a desert dweller.






INTRODUCTION

WHEN | was pursuing graduate studies in theology, 1
found much of my own religious understanding to be
deeply challenged. My studies continually called me to
retlect upon my own life experience and understanding
of God as the starting place for doing theology. As a
strong thinker and avid reader, I had presumed that
good theology was strictly rational: If my thinking was
clear and I conformed my behavior to rational thought,
I would be on the right track.

During my graduate studies I witnessed death, sui-
cide, and changing relationships. I felt a growing aware-
ness of a call to the monastic life. All of this caused me
to question my understanding of life and how it should
be. Transition came upon transition, waves swept over
and carried me forward. In this journey, 1 found myself
clarifying values and making choices that moved me
inward and closer to God.

I came to know the desert intimately, and all its painful
stripping and intense silence. With time, as I learned to
listen deep within, what had seemed barren was trans-
formed into abundant simplicity. The deafening silence
and the apparent Tt absence of God revealed the idols I held
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The Forgotten Desert Mothers

dear. God yearned to strip away all my false gods so that 1
might encounter the authentic 1 AaM.! My interior journey
was toward inner simplicity...toward fertile soil from
whence my truest self might emerge.

[ was hardly prepared for the inner revolution that
would result when I began to confront the possibility
that my own experience had value and meaning.
Absolutes crashed down, certitudes faltered, and I ques-
tioned everything I believed. I began to discover my
inner voice, to listen to my own values, desires, and pas-
sions. | was invited to listen to my feelings, emotions,
and inner stirrings for the wisdom they contain. I dis-
covered the freedom to stop hauling around the dead
wood that had burdened me, the shoulds and the oughts,
the quiet tyrant within that tells me I am not good
enough. I was beginning to discover that God’s simple
abundance is truly abundant.

During this season of transition and inner turmoil, 1
was introduced to the voices of people from nondominant
cultures and differing experiences. I was challenged to
stretch my thinking and to recognize the ways in which 1
am both oppressor and oppressed. I learned to notice
those whose voices and life experiences were missing as 1
read theology and church history.

It was during my period of initial formation in my
monastery that [ first encountered the desert ascetics. The
stark imagery in the stories of these urban and desert
dwellers who sought fiery, passionate relationships with
God captured me. Unfortunately, with rare exception, the
stories were about men. 1 grew increasingly frustrated
with the lack of information on the women who had also
dwelt in the desert.

(ND)




Introduction

I began to pursue and collect traces of these women’s
stories. It often felt like the sleuthing work of Sister Fre-
visse or Brother Cadfael in the medieval whodunits 1
enjoy. I found myself tracking down clues, following
strands of evidence, and reading the shadows of texts to
find these women. Clues often took the form of rare
scholarly material, frequently in footnotes and asides.

Women’s history has often been relegated to the
shadow world: felt but not seen. Many of our church
fathers became prominent because of women. Many of
these fathers were educated and supported by strong
women, and some are even credited with founding
movements that were actually begun by the women in
their lives. ,

Early church histories frequently make briet mention
of women dwelling in the desert, living as urban soli-
taries, or residing in or near monastic communities.
Palladius, in his Lausiac History, estimated that the
women outnumbered the men two to one, yet it is the
stories of the men that are preserved and told.

Ancient Christian hagiography can be ditficult and
heavy reading, even for the most courageous souls. Its
writers were more concerned with capturing the heart
and essence of the person rather than with historical fact.
The stories were written to teach moral concepts and to
encourage the hearer. Detailed accounts helped the biog-
rapher to highlight teachings, honor the saint, and make
the story worth hearing. To assist our twenty-first-
century hearts and sensibilities, I retell many of these sto-
ries, cutting out the most heavy handed elaboration.
Where it is helpful or interesting, I include translated
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excerpts from the original texts to allow the ancient story-
tellers to be heard.

The Forgotten Desert Mothers: Sayings, Lives, and Stories
of Early Christian Women was conceived, nurtured, and
matured in community. Members of my monastic com-
munity introduced me to some of the forgotten voices of
the early Christian movement and encouraged me on my
pursuit of the many shadow voices that were lurking, wait-
ing to be heard. The Daughters of Christ the King, eagerly
seeking to receive the wisdom of the desert and monastic
cell, challenged me to make my research available in the
form of a book. Karen Barrueto and Billie Mazzei
patiently read and made suggestions as [ worked on the
manuscript. The Timberland Regional Library System put
the world at my fingertips. They were amazing in their
capacity to locate obscure sources for me.

[ live in the most ideal situation for a writer. I dwell in
the midst of creative souls who encourage others to pur-
sue their own visions, dreams, and passions. 1 am
among women who know beyond any shadow of doubt
that women are created fully and completely in the
image and likeness of God. I have discovered that such
a strong feminine atmosphere affirms and nurtures the
gifts of men as well as those of women. 1 am privileged
with interaction among retreatants, guests, and audi-
ences whose questions keep me probing and searching.
Their energy and exuberance for life—and for the
things of God—keep me on the quest.

Laura Swan, O.S.B.
Lacey, Washington




Chapter One

THE WORLD OF THE
DESERT MOTHERS

CHRISTIANITY is a living, emerging, and growing religious
movement. Every generation and every culture engages
with and interprets the core message and person of
Jesus of Nazareth: We are not stepchildren; we are all
born of God! As the Jesus movement spread throughout
the provinces of the empire, every individual and every
community wrestled with the meaning this message
had for their lives. Diverse expressions—rooted in the
gospel message—emerged. The ebbs and flows of
growth and renewal, along with individual geniuses
who inspired others to the new way of life, supported
this diversity. Differing forms of the eremitic and
monastic lifestyles emerged side by side. The develop-
ments were amorphous and varied.

Christianity was initially a home-centered faith. The
destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., the diaspora of the
Jewish community, and the experience of increasing
alienation from mainstream culture resulted in domestic
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dwellings becoming the places for community meetings.'
The local believers gathered in homes for the Lord’s Sup-
per and baptism, for worship and for meetings. There
was no ordained priesthood as we understand it today.
Women presided over their homes, a sphere of authority
men would have recognized and honored. Given that the
Eucharist, in part, evolved from the Seder, women often
would have overseen the breaking of the bread. Sharing
in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus was deeply
experiential. Discussion about this most central celebra-
tion of belief came later, evolved in systemized fashion,
and is called theology.

The early believers were concerned with the immi-
nent return of Christ, and with seeking and preparing
converts for this longed-for day. The early baptismal
statement, quoted by Saint Paul in his letter to the Gala-
tians, “There is no such thing as Jew and Greek, slave
and free, male and female—for all are one in Christ”
(Gal 3:28) deeply shaped the minds of the first follow-
ers of the Way. Success varied, especially when there
were clashes over authority, leadership, cultural differ-
ences, and the understanding of the nature and role of
women and slaves. Although never lived out perfectly,
oneness in Christ was a deeply held value.

Both women and men were involved in evangelization
and works of mercy to the poor, orphans, and prison-
ers. Women held leadership positions: Ancient tomb-
stones reveal a history of women bearing titles such as
ruler of the synagogue, deacon, presbyter, and honorable
woman bishop.? Yet there were struggles in these
attempts at integration. Women and slaves shared in
the work of evangelization, catechesis, and the building
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of faith communities. Some of these faith communities
were culturally Jewish, others Greek or Roman, while
some emphasized the prophetic gifts.

In the fourth century, Christianity gained acceptance
and became the official religion of the Roman Empire.
With this transition, leadership within the Christian
movement became increasingly public. Social mores
required that women remain in the home and out of the
public sphere. Despite Galatians 3:28, pressure began
to build for women to be removed from public leader-
ship, in conformity with custom.’

In spite of this, the believing community was lively and
accepting. Women were in positions of leadership,
preaching, teaching, and living as ascetics. The church
was not yet organized as it is today. Leaders were called
forth from the community to serve as teachers, preachers,
and in prophetic roles. Prophetic utterances and charis-
matic healing gifts abounded. Some bishops supported
women as prophets and ascetics, while others tried to
control and minimize their influence. The prophetic role
tended to be outside the increasingly regulated life of the
church. It was much easier for bishops to monitor and
influence teachers than they could those who claimed to
be prophets speaking in the name of God.

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
INFLUENCES

The marginalization of Christianity resulted from socie-
tal resistance and persecution by the Roman Empire.
Women were deeply attracted to the Christian move-
ment, in which they could exercise freedom they did
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not have in the dominant culture. These were among
the numerous factors that atfected the development of
the eremitic and monastic traditions.

Persecution, martyrdom, and a deep desire for mean-
ing tfueled Christians’ ardent passion and their willing-
ness to pay a high price to follow Christ. This influenced
their spirituality, their search for a challenging and per-
sonally fulfilling spiritual journey. They followed the Jew-
ish custom of praying several times a day, and some
began to pursue intense lives of prayer. Fasting, voluntary
poverty and deprivations, silence, and deep prayer
became a way of living a continuous martyrdom once the
persecutions ended.

The desire to be like Christ and to live as one in
Christ led to experimentation in community living.
Some lived in solitude on their family estates or rented
small rooms on the edge of their villages. Others began
to live together in small groups, frequently in the homes
of the wealthy, whose dwellings were usually made up
of a series of buildings that could easily accommodate
followers and the inevitable guests. Although prayers
were shared in a dedicated sacred space within a com-
plex, most urban monastics frequented local churches
as well. Customs began to emerge among ascetics and
loosely formed monastic communities; along with
reflections on the gospel, these customs developed into
rules, which in turn became guides for their common
life. A monastic and ascetic culture began to emerge.

Christian monasticism began in the home. The first
communities usually included relatives, dependents,
and household slaves.* This inclusiveness had a deep
impact upon monastic and desert spirituality. Life was

8
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centered around times of communal prayer, private
prayer, services in local churches, the study of scripture
and the writings of the leaders of the movement, and
service to the poor. Some experienced a call to move
away from the common life toward solitude.

Although monastic communities and solitaries could
be found in most cities of the empire, a movement began
toward small villages and the desert. Urban Christianity
tended to be composed of the middle and upper classes—
households often became Christian at the lead of the
matriarch and/or patriarch—but desert ascetics and
community members were often from the unlettered,
rural peasant culture. Urban and literate ascetics were
less common, although often more famous. Peasant asce-
tics preferred a slower and quieter life in the small towns
and deserts they were familiar with. Urban ascetics were
drawn to the desert for privacy and quiet.

Factors that influenced this movement to the coun-
tryside included epidemics, political corruption,
social instability including crime, restrictive laws, -
heavy taxation by the government, persecutions, and
later the theological debates within Christianity. Many
disciples experienced a conflict between the growing
power associated with the institutionalization of the
church and the pursuit of holiness. Christianity’s
move from the margins of society and from the home
to the dominant strata of society and the public basil-
ica left some believers feeling that Christianity was
compromised. Some felt that the church was in danger
of losing its prophetic character and of becoming sec-
ularized, and that convenience and political expedi-
ence motivated some conversions.

9
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As Christianity moved into the mainstream, the
movement toward the desert and the monastic life
increased. Many women had found in Christianity a
freedom that enabled them to break with their culture
and exercise leadership that they could not in Roman
society. In a home-centered, marginal movement,
women could preside at meetings in their homes and
serve as evangelists, apostles, and teachers.

Unfortunately, women who had played significant
roles in the ministry and leadership ot Christianity found
their participation dwindling as Christianity merged
with the larger society and its male leaders grew increas-
ingly uncomfortable with women in public roles. As lead-
ership opportunities within mainstream Christianity
decreased, the desert and the monastery offered women
a greater sense of physical and spiritual autonomy.

The movement toward desert and monastery occurred
at several different levels. As ascetics physically moved
away from Roman society, they also began to disengage
from its culture. Trappings that revealed their social
class, such as fine clothing, jewelry, and hairstyles, were
dropped in favor of the common and simple. The asce-
tics sought to “disappear” by becoming one with other
seekers.

The ascetics favored dark or natural colored clothing
like that of the poor, and concealed or cropped their
hair. Women favored monastic garb and often veiled
their heads, frequently choosing to dress as males. They
sought to minimize their sexuality as part of their asce-
tic practice. This was also practical: They were less apt
to be bothered by others, especially robbers, if they
appeared to be eunuchs.

10
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Christians disapproved of the custom of bathing for
several reasons. It was a public activity, and the public
baths sometimes mixed the genders. Many Christians
associated the public baths with lewd behavior, inappro-
priate for believers. Some felt that it was inappropriate to
see someone else’s nude body. Many believed that
bathing stirred sexual passions—presumed to be the
demon of fornication—and would cause avoidable prob-
lems. They did daily battle against their own hormones!

ENTRANCE TO THE DESERT
OR MONASTERY

Those who decided to dedicate themselves to the ascetic
life sought a spiritual elder. An amma or abba was
someone seasoned in the ascetic life, who was known to
have reached a level of maturity and wisdom and had
experience in teaching by example, exhortation, story,
and instruction.

The ritual of receiving the monastic garb and often
the monastic tonsure occurred at the beginning of the
amma-disciple relationship. The disciple usually
moved into the elder’'s home, monastic community, or
desert cell. A simple coarse mat, a sheepskin, a lamp,
and vessels for water and oil were the common con-
tents of the ascetic’s home. Usually the ascetic would
eat one simple, often vegetarian, meal a day. Sleep was
kept to a minimum, both as an ascetical practice and
to leave more time for prayer.

A deep spiritual bond formed as the amma taught—
more often by example than by words. The disciple
prayed as the amma prayed. The disciple werked with the

11
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amma, weaving baskets, rope, and cloth, and distributing
alms to the poor as the amma did. Ascetics were commit-
ted to supporting themselves completely by the work of
their own hands; the rejection of Roman social status
included rejecting unearned wealth from the labor of
slaves and servants.

As the ammas honored and valued silence, talk was
kept to a minimum. The desert ammas recognized that
our words reveal our heart and cautioned their followers
to be wise about what they said. Their silence enabled
them to receive, savor, and ponder the life-giving word.

The amma journeyed and struggled alongside her
disciple but maintained the detachment necessary for
discernment. Communication was open and honest.
The disciple shared her heart’s struggles, and the amma
did not hide her own humanity. The knowledge and
wisdom to deal with unruly or false passions was
learned by long, hard living. These women were aware
of the necessity of self-understanding and the impor-
tance of taking responsibility for one’s own actions.

The desert way of amma and disciple was one of hard
work, a lifetime of striving to redirect every aspect of
body, mind, and inner world toward God. These ammas
were “practiced in peeling back the layers of silence,
pierced to the core the hearts of fellow seekers and laid
bare for them the voice of the living God.™

The desert ammas dedicated time each day to their
studies as well as to prayer. The prayerful attitude that
permeated the day as well as the seven times speciti-
cally dedicated to prayer that would evolve into the
Divine Office were the nourishment of their day. The
Eucharist was less frequent, usually only on Sundays.

12
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Some who dwelt in complete solitude would go months
and years without receiving the Eucharist.

They cultivated simplicity in their lifestyle, including
simplicity in their emotions and in their attitudes. They
sought to be mindful and intentional about their
actions: They were attentive to how they washed cloth-
ing and utensils and how they spoke to one another.
Mindlessness was the enemy of the inner journey.

The desert ammas cultivated solitude in order to inten-
sity their inner journey to their goal of union with God.
Solitude could be found in the city as well as in the
desert. It was not uncommon for these women to move
between their monastic communities and the desert. |

The cell—whether in a monastery or the desert—was
important to their spirituality. The cell was the place of -
spiritual combat, the place where one faced one’s truest
self and deepened awareness of one’s sin and wounded-
ness. If the ascetic could not find God in the cell, then
she would not find God elsewhere. The true ascetic
remains—then and now—within the cell in mind, body,
and spirit, and perseveres there until she attains true
unity with God.

Ascetics often owned books. Codices of the scrip-
tures, especially in Coptic, the vernacular of Egypt,
were developed. Secular as well as sacred writings were
read.

Books in the desert often came to be stored in
churches near monasteries; undoubtedly most of
these early books—and collections—were of holy
Scripture or lectionaries designed for public or
private reading. But they were later joined by col-
lections of homilies, doctrinal statements such as

13
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encyclical letters from the archbishop of Alexan-
dria or canons from the ecumenical councils, lives
and sayings of the saints.°

Texts from the fathers in Coptic and Greek, letters of
Athanasius and others during the christological contro-
versies, and the writings and sayings ot other monastics
would have been found in many monastic communities.

A later catalogue of Coptic texts from the library of
the Monastery of Saint Macarius in Egypt shows
numerous copies of Lives, Martyrdoms, and Sayings
of the desert Fathers as well as other monastic writ-
ings, such as homilies. Tradition mattered to the
ancient monks. What the saints of old had said and
lived was worth reading about and hearing again:
the saints continued to offer instruction, guidance,
consolation, precepts, and edification. Theirs was
holy wisdom, passed on to new generations.’

For example, the ascetics Juliana and Melania were
noted for their large and varied collections of books.

It might seem that the desert ascetics and monastics
were isolated from the local and universal church, but
the contrary was true. People came for spiritual direc-
tion and counseling. Bishops often involved the ascetics
in heated theological debates. Monastics and hermits—
when opportunity came their way—were evangelistic in
seeking to convert nonbelievers to Christianity. Some
adhered to orthodox and others to heterodox positions.
They understood themselves as defenders of the true
faith. Surviving letters and treatises reveal people
deeply concerned with the development of Christianity
and theology.

14
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THE AMMA AS PILGRIM

The ammas sought out remote geographical locations,
often those with hostile environments. Chosen sites
were characterized by the presence of strong winds,
wild animals, lack of water and foliage, and little
access to basic necessities. The desert ammas felt they
were doing battle in the wilderness. The desert refined
their inner strength and resolve and deepened their
sense of utter dependence on God. It was a place of
death—the place to die to the false self and false sup-
ports, bury old ways and attitudes—and it was the
realm of the spiritual and demonic. The desert asce-
tics believed that close proximity to the forces of
nature quickened their spirit in prayer.

The ammas went to places such as the deserts of
Egypt, Syria, Persia, and present-day Turkey. They were
found all around the Mediterranean world, northward
into Gaul and later Ireland and Britain. Favored sites
were often within a day’s walk of a small village in order
to maintain some contact outside the community.
Caves, ruins of old buildings, family tombs, islands,
coastal headlands, and the fenlands of the North were
common sites. Communities of seekers might spring
up around a desert elder, near a cathedral, or often on a
family estate.

Desert ascetics believed that the greatest enemies of
the inner journey were hurry, crowds, and noise. The
desert was a place for quieting the inner noise that kept
them from hearing the whispers of God. In the desert,
spiritual testing and transformation was expected and
engaged. The lack of comforts and material distractions,

15
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and isolation from the complexity of human society led
to growth in spiritual insight.

The ammas sought to draw close to heaven. To be
forgotten by society was to become like the angels,
and they strove to limit their contact with others to
only the most necessary relationships. They consid-
ered themselves aliens awaiting the heavenly city, and
removing distractions supported their desire to con-
tinuously gaze toward heaven. Unfortunately for us,
they were too successful—sources for their lives and
sayings are limited.

THE AMMA AND
RELATIONSHIPS

Although ammas yearned for solitude, most also had
relationships with other persons. There were col-
leagues, followers, and friends, some of whom were
deaconesses, some who lived in monastic communities.
Some ammas were themselves ordained deaconesses.
Their history is also the history of the early monastic
movement and the development of the diaconate.

Many ammas began their ascetic journeys in monas-
tic communities and later moved into the desert. Some
were solitaries attached to a monastic settlement. Most
had significant relationships of mutual support with
monastic communities. Echoes of their stories often
appear in the histories of monasteries.

For other ammas, the journey was reversed. They
began as solitaries who found themselves surrounded
by seekers. This circle of followers would begin to form
a type of monastic community, under the guidance of

16
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the amma. Individual followers might then move on to
pursue a solitary life; others remained in the commu-
nity. In the early years of Christianity, these communi-
ties were referred to as “communal households” or as
“communities of solitaries.”

Some ammas would leave these young communities
to return to the desert. At times, they were successful in
their quest for solitude; at other times they were again
followed into the desert by seekers. Many of the surviv-
ing stories retlect this common experience.

Frequently women of royal blood established and led
monastic communities. Some were widows who wanted
a life focused on God and service to others. Monastic
life allowed them the freedom to do this while continu-
ing to use their influence in politics as members of the
royal family. Other women refused arranged marriages
and used their wealth and landed estates to live as they
chose. Women’s monasteries were soon centers of
Christian culture and learning, and bishops in newly
converted regions sought out women to establish
monasteries to anchor the church.

Monasticism and the ascetic movement also spread
through the veneration of saints. Sites of devotion
sprung up around Mary Magdalene, Genovefa
(patron of Paris), the martyr Blandina, and Martin of
Tours. Believers flocked to these sites, either on pil-
grimage or to live a life of devotion nearby. Solitary
ascetics and small communities developed reputa-
tions for their devotion to prayer and to serving the
poor and pilgrim. Often their command of scripture
or their scholarly endeavors was overshadowed by the
stories of their generosity.

17
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THE LIVES AND SAYINGS

Stories of these women'’s lives and teachings began as
oral traditions savored and shared by their followers,
friends, and tamilies. Eyewitnesses recorded some of
these, others were written down after many years.
Miracles attributed to the intercession of these
women were included. Often these stories would be
embellished in a fashion we may find unpalatable
today. Writers were more concerned with convincing
the reader to take a moral stance and promulgating
the value of self-denial, the importance of the inner
journey, and the power and efficacious nature of
prayer. The kernel of the teaching was important, not
historical accuracy as we understand it today.

The desert ammas who are recorded in history repre-
sent only a small fraction of the number of women who
lived as ascetics. The goal of the desert dwellers was to
disappear, and often they were successtul. Many of the
history, writings, and teachings are lost. Most of the sto-
ries preserved revolve around wealthier, better educated
women from prominent families who wanted their
famous relatives to be known by posterity. Stories of
truly poor women—not those who gave their wealth
away —are the exception.

The stories of the ammas paint a portrait of colorful,
powerful, loving, and generous women. They could be
opinionated and at times seem harsh to our modern
ears. These ammas did not allow cultural norms and
expectations for women to thwart their call nor to limit
their pursuit of God. Their lives were as prophetic as
their rarely spoken words.

18
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The ammas were passionate and single-hearted in their
desert journey. They spoke frankly, openly, and boldly: to
disciples and pilgrims, to church and secular leaders.
They listened to and proclaimed the signs of their times.
They were gifted and committed to their call. Generous,
selt-giving, and liberated, the desert mothers were deter-
mined and intentional about their journey toward God.
They were courageous, purposeful, prayerful, single-
minded, discerning, and responsive to the needs of those
around them. They lived the gospel call, seeking to incar-
nate God’s presence in their midst.

These Lives advertise their mobility, independence,
and empowerment. They reveal the context of the desert
movement and provide insight into the early develop-
ment of Christianity. These women were fiercely inde-
pendent, with the inner strength and determination that
enabled them to go against cultural expectations and
pursue their chosen lifestyles. Sometimes their familial
ties would be a hindrance, at other times a great benefit.
These women were often leaders and shapers of the
Christian movement. An informal network among
desert dwellers and monastics continually expanded
over the years due to the desert dwellers’ reputation as
wisdom figures and their radical interpretation of the
gospel message.
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Chapter Two

DESERT SPIRITUALITY

AMMA Syncletica said:

“Whatever we do or gain in this world, let us
consider it insignificant in comparison to the
eternal wealth that is to come. We are on this
earth as if in a second maternal womb. In that
inner recess we did not have a life such as we
have here, for we did not have there solid nour-
ishment such as we enjoy now, nor were we able
to be active as we are here, and we existed with-
out the light of the sun and of any glimmer of
light. Just as, then, when we were in that inner
chamber, we did without many of the things of
this world, so also in the present world we are
impoverished in comparison with the kingdom
of heaven. We have sampled the nourishment
here; let us reach for the Divine! We have enjoyed
the light in this world; let us long for the sun of
righteousness! Let us regard the heavenly
Jerusalem as our homeland....Let us live pru-
dently in this world that we may obtain eternal

life.”!
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Desert Spirituality

Desert spirituality is characterized by the pursuit of
abundant simplicity— simplicity grounded in the posses-
sion of little—and the abundance of God’s presence.
Yearning for complete union with God, desert ascetics
sought to remove all obstacles to the deepening of this
relationship. Obstacles included unhelpful attitudes and
motives, thoughts that stalled their pursuit of God, and
emotional ties that complicated their inner journeys.

The desert ascetics’ relationships were nonpossessive:
They cared for others while leaving them free. Concern
for reputation was discarded. Feelings were acknowl-
edged and listened to for their wisdom but were sub-
jected to the discipline of the heart’s goal to seek God.
The desert ascetics sought to mortify disordered pas-
sions that distracted them from their deepening relation-
ship with God and actively to cultivate a burning love for
God.

Although the journey began with giving away posses-
sions, desert ascetics understood that what possessed
them was greater than the sum of goods owned. All that
owned them, all that possessed their minds and hearts,
their attachments and compulsions, must be healed and
reconciled. Desert ascetics called this process of moving
toward inner freedom detachment. Detachment allows
for greater direct experienE’é’/ofthe Divine Presence as
the seeker is attached to fewer distractions.

Desert ascetics understood that the cultivation of
inner freedom was vital to the deepening of their expe-
rience of God. As they deepened their interior freedom,
all aspects of their false self was removed and a clearer
understanding of their truest self emerged.” It is this
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true self that dwells deeply with God. In the abundant
simplicity of our true self, we experience deepest joy.

Desert spirituality was expressed in compassion:
tender love and deep, practical care for the poor and
dispossessed. It was a spiritual stance of quiet accept-
ance of all persons who came to the door—each was
received as Christ. The ammas understood that com-
passion and tender love cultivated a healthy humility.
Desert spirituality was nonconformist: Ammas passed
on their living example, but where or how a disciple
carried on the desert tradition was open to a myriad of
possibilities. It was the quality of the inner journey
that mattered.

Desert spirituality was deeply intimate and vulnera-
ble. It was taught one on one. To hide one’s taults
from one’s amma was to defeat the inner journey. The
amma met with the pilgrim privately, and the words
given were personal. The aim was an honest and inti-
mate relationship with the Beloved. The stripping
inherent to the desert journey required and deepened
the capacity for vulnerability.

Desert spirituality was incarnational, in the sense
that Christ was understood to dwell within the soul ot
each person. This understanding had deep impact on
their care for the poor—each encounter with another
was a meeting with God. This was not incarnational
spirituality as we understand it today. The desert
ascetics tended to be suspicious of the human body
and its contradictory feelings, emotions, drives, and
passions. They understood self as completed or made
whole solely in God.

22



Desert Spirituality

ASCETICISM

Amma Syncletica said:

“Just as dreadful qualities are attached to one
another (for example, envy follows upon
avarice, as do treachery, perjury, anger, and
remembrance of wrongs), so the opposite quali-
ties of these vices are dependent upon love; 1
mean, of course, gentleness and patience, as well
as endurance, and the ultimate good—holy
poverty. It is not possible for anyone to acquire
this virtue (I mean, to be sure, love) apart from
holy poverty, for the Lord did not enjoin love on
one person, but on all. Those, therefore, who
have resources must not overlook those who
have needs. The workings of love, in fact, are not
concealed.”™

Desert spirituality developed around all practices,
passed on from amma to disciple, that dispossessed the
ascetic of all that kept her or him from God. Asceticism
was valued in its ability to move the seeker toward
authentic freedom. It was about reordering priorities in
support of the inner journey. Anything that supported
this journey was acceptable—all else was rejected as
superfluous. Desert ascetics reduced their possessions
to the minimum—a sleeping mat, several clay jars,
books, and the clothing on their bodies. Fasting and
abstinence from meat were practiced to help them
become interiorly more attentive and alert to the move-
ments of God’s Spirit; fasting to the point of bodily
harm was condemned. Some ascetics ignored this con-
demnation, fell into anorexia, and in some cases
starved themselves to death.
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The Forgotten Desert Mothers

Authentic asceticism used practices that deepened
self-awareness. The desert ascetic understood that
growth in self-awareness was a necessary and valued
component of the spiritual journey. Self-awareness was
pursued through ascetical practices in order to become
more deeply united with God and closer to heaven.

As the ammas taught, inner hesitancy and resistance
to meet God in honesty, silence, and solitude are related
to our resistance to come to know ourselves in our frail-
ties. An honest encounter with God challenges our
capacity for intimacy. We may come to discover that we
fear our passion for God. We may want to run from our
sense of emptiness. Self-awareness calls us to face our
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