Three Weeks in October
-- papers and writings from a solitary retreat

I have collected here a record of my retreat in October/November 2007.  The first piece was the last written.  It was composed in response to a request from a friend for more practical details of how I went about the retreat.

Next come collections of poems and meditations.  A few of these were written as I prepared for the retreat, many whilst I was on the retreat and also a significant number in the months after the retreat

After this there is a theological reflection on the desert fathers.  This piece arose out of a much longer essay which I wrote whilst on retreat -- much of which I don't really agree with now!  This reflection was written in the last few days of the retreat.  The desert fathers came to dominate my retreat and I have been continually reflecting on them ever since.  The reflection is followed by a talk I prepared for a meeting of my church congregation -- it is largely plagiarised from Benedicta Ward but does authentically reflect my own perspective on them.

Finally I include some of my own reworkings of Thomas Merton's translations of the sayings of the desert fathers in The Wisdom of the Desert.  In my reworkings I try to imagine the desert fathers as urban fathers living in contemporary London.  It is still a work in process but it is an attempt to imagine a contemporary spirituality that will have resonance in our contemporary deserts.
This hotchpotch of writings is dedicated to the people that have accompanied me on this little adventure: Phil and Elizabeth, Karen, my mother and father, Don and above all my wife Lucyann.
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How to be alone

I began to experiment with solitude soon after I became married.  This is not quite as strange (or amusing) as it might sound for true solitude is not an escape from people but a dance, as it were, with intimacy.  We all need a different balance, but we all need to find that balance between intimacy and solitude which feeds our souls.  We all need to find a way in which we can be alone with ourselves and with our God.  This can take very different forms but without it our spiritual life -- indeed our whole life, becomes shrivelled and less than the Spirit filled adventure it can be.  Below I go on to share my own experiences with finding the right amount, and right kind of, solitude to enable me to live to the full in this crowded world.  Certainly I enjoy solitude and need more of it, and of a more radical kind, than most people but perhaps it will still be of some help to you as you seek to find the right balance between solitude and intimacy in your own life.

Beginning at an end

I will begin with describing a three-week retreat which I undertook in October/November 2006 which in many ways was the culmination of 10 years of searching and exploration.

I undertook the retreat at a cottage in the Welsh hills just over the English border.  I have rented the cottage four times in the past five years.  It is the last house at the end of a lane which winds up into the hills, the nearest other house is a good few hundred yards away and not visible.  Knighton, a small market town, is five or 6 miles distant.  The cottage is therefore quiet and secluded but not excessively remote.  From the front of the house there is a beautiful view of fields, hills and Knucklas viaduct.  To the back of the house the hills rise up to the open moor which is excellent walking country.  Not far from the house, 10 or 15 minutes walk, is a small knoll where there is a small windblown Larch tree.  This is my favourite place in the whole earth.

The cottage itself is unremarkable.  Two bedrooms.  A large dining room/sittingroom downstairs and a smaller lounge where I spend most of my time.  It is not perfect in every way but it is comfortable and warm and I am familiar with it.  It has most of the normal conveniences except that it lacks a washing machine.

My parents drove me to the cottage and my wife picked me up at the end and stayed a few days.  Usually I go with a friend to the cottage but he was not available.  This framing of my retreat with dependence on other people reinforces for me the communal nature of a retreat.  On the day I arrived we went to the supermarket and stocked up on food for the three weeks: it is good that the cottage has a freezer.  When my parents left I soon felt lonely and also developed an unpleasant migraine.  But it was not long before the loneliness and the migraine faded away.  I had a strong sense of connection with people during my time at the cottage.  I had asked people to pray for and with me during the three weeks -- even preparing a card for people to remember me with and had had a meeting for prayer and sharing before I went.

Gradually the pattern for my retreat developed.  I had a few ideas beforehand based on my previous experience and on reading the desert fathers.  I had decided it would be good to do some work, to limit contact with the outside world to the weekends but basically just to try and be quiet and open.  This is the pattern of my days that developed:

	7 a.m.
	Waking up.  This is my normal time for getting up a couple of days I slept in and a few days I woke early

	7-8 a.m.
	Again I adopted my normal practice on waking and spent an hour or so in prayer and Bible reading

	8 a.m.
	Breakfast

	8-10 a.m.
	Reading from a book on the desert fathers.  I read a chapter a day.  This was the main reading I did during my retreat.  I did not read a great deal -- less than two books in three weeks.  At 9:45 I listened to the daily service.

	10 a.m.-12 p.m.
	Work.  Writing on my laptop.  I had some ideas of the work I would do but my reading on the desert fathers came to dominate my thoughts and after a few days this dominated my writing.  The desert fathers suggest that physical work is best but that is not possible because of my disabilities.

	12-1 p.m.
	Prayer in the spare bedroom.  I stuck up some icons and pictures of the desert fathers and followed a standard routine comprising a new prayer and another prayer which I have used for many years.

	1 p.m.
	Lunch

	2 p.m.
	I would often go for a short walk.  Sometimes it was too wet and I didn't go, at other times I went for a longer walk.  My disabilities prevented me from walking too far.  I only occasionally went to my favourite knoll but did have a powerful experience there watching the aerobatics of a raven.

	3 p.m.
	I listened to a radio dramatisation of the Pallisters (by Anthony Trollope) that I had previously recorded and a radio series on childhood.  These were relaxing and very enjoyable as well as connecting me with the world of other people in a helpful way.

	5 p.m.
	I began to prepare supper.  I ate my ordinary diet during the retreat

	6 p.m.
	Supper

	7-9 p.m.
	Reading and listening to music.  I read part of Brian Keenan's novel Turlough

	9 p.m.
	Generally I watched some television before I went to bed.  I was pretty selective about this and had brought some videos to watch although I'd didn't actually watch them.  I generally watched fairly serious programmes without excessive excitement or sex.

	10-11 p.m.
	To bed.  Occasionally I stayed up later or got up because I couldn't sleep but generally I slept soundly


This is the general structure of my day but it was interspersed with a number of other activities.  I wrote a fair number of poems and meditations.  I read most of a book of poems by John Clare and spent a lot of time watching the birds and wildlife, standing or sitting on the porch outside the house.

My health was generally good during the time and I was careful to follow the exercises which I need to keep my chronic pain at bay.  My back, however, was quite painful during most of the retreat and made quiet meditation difficult for much of the time.

But what was most important was being quiet.  I enjoyed living life at a slow pace: having time just to be still.  I loved the quietness of the environment, although there were times when a farmer made a lot of noise banging in fence posts, but it felt like an acceptable, necessary noise which I could embrace.  I enjoyed the solitude even though occasionally people would walk past the house -- and I did once get visited by Jehovah's witnesses!  It was a time when I could embrace what was rather than be pushing to achieve.  This is why I didn't push myself to walk more than I felt entirely comfortable with, why I didn't read an enormous amount and why I didn't follow a strict ascetic regime.

Watching television is instructive in this regard.  If the house did not have a television it wouldn't have bothered me but as it did I used it to relax and get something to think about.  Nonetheless, as I said previously, it was important to watch the right kind of programme -- not something that would distract me or create a false emotional state.  I was particularly glad to watch a programme about Lord Longford and Myra Hindley which raised many interesting issues about spirituality and personal awareness.  What was important was to find a balance between discipline and freedom and discover that, in fact, they are not in opposition but will work together to enable me to make the use of my solitude.

Learning solitude

Personal awareness and a personal discipline which arises out of a sense of our own rhythm seems to me to be a key to the use of solitude.  Over the years I have experimented with various forms of solitude.  Initially I tried staying in a few religious communities but found that I wasn't comfortable with having people around me, nor somehow with the religious culture.  Maybe this is because my upbringing is nonconformist rather than Catholic but nonetheless I found I needed somewhere with more sense of space.  I tried a couple of locations but found them to uncomfortable or too cold.  Particularly because of my chronic pain I find I need somewhere reasonably comfortable and in which I can be confident that I will be able to manage my pain rather than it become an overwhelming distraction.  I would not, for instance, have tried a three-week retreat in a place which I did not previously known.

Secondly I found it good to bring my laptop both so that I could do some work and also so that the writing could help me reflect on what I was experiencing.  Without this I found that I got bored.  The discipline of work has long been a part of the monastic experience and given that physical labour is not possible for me I had to find something to replace its disciplines.  Writing with a small amount of walking to give me physical exercise seemed to work well in this regard.  Previously on retreats I had walked much more but it had a kind of obsessive quality to it and it was good to rein this back and only walk in a very modest way.  I find that everything must be geared to giving me that sense of quietness and stillness in which I find I can be open.  For me this is a place of enormous creativity, a place which remakes my soul and strengthens me for my ordinary day-to-day life.  For during, what is after all a relatively short period, I am always very well aware of the world to which I must return.  I achieve some distance from it but that is still my life not this brief moment of quiet and reflection.

Issues

I felt that during my retreat things really came together for me.  I felt confident that I knew what to do.  I also felt I got the preparation right -- reading relevant literature, getting people to pray with me and having my heart and mind in the right space.  Having some time to reflect and write about the retreat subsequently has also been really useful and greatly increased the value of the experience.  I felt very connected to the people with whom I had shared my retreat and, indeed, with the wide world but a few issues still remain for me.

I followed the example of the early desert fathers in being more sociable during the weekend -- which meant for me phoning my wife.  But I lacked a spiritual father for the retreat.  I am aware that this is something that I'm lacking in my life at the moment even though it is at the heart of the desert fathers tradition that I was trying to follow.

I also wonder about my diet.  Fasting is central to the desert fathers tradition and as I reflected on this it seemed to me that its modern equivalent is a simple lifestyle: a simple diet highlighted by times of feasting both on Sundays and on feast days.  My health would certainly preclude a severe restriction of my diet but I feel that the simplification of my daily meal combined with a more celebratory meal on Sunday would contribute to the rhythm of the retreat.

Having such a three week retreat is not cheap.  To hire such a remote cottage costs at least £200/week off season and probably more, even though other costs are minimal.  This seems to be a typical cost for more guided retreats but you can pay a lot more.  It is also not easy to get three weeks off work.  A week's retreat is obviously more manageable although I certainly found that the longer time gets me into the rhythm of the retreat in a unique way.

Steps to Solitude

To conclude I will try to draw together something of what I have learnt about 'how to be alone'.

1. It is important to build up one's experience of solitude slowly.  To be alone is a different way of living and requires skills and understanding which can only be gained gradually

2. We must also find our own way to do it.  This depends both on our personality and the opportunities we have for solitude.  A very gregarious and busy mother might find it difficult to snatch more than the occasional quarter of an hour of solitude.  On the other hand someone who is housebound will have acres of solitude which they must find some way of embracing and making the most of.

3. Solitude is not just about sitting quietly.  The desert fathers worked incessantly -- even making rope during worship services.  Solitude works better if it exists in a purposeful context.  Physical work gives such a context but when this is not possible then some other framework must be found.  This work should not, however, simply be an extension of one's day-to-day work.  There needs to be a definite break from ordinary anxieties.

4. Solitude is not an escape from life.  What happens when you are still is that your fears and anxieties come to the surface.  Anger can be a constant companion, as can other deep-seated emotions such as sexual desire.  These cannot be conquered by willpower.  Following the teachings of Anthony de Mello I have found that all you can do is be aware of what you are feeling -- regard your feelings in a detached almost humourous way -- realising that your feelings are not all of who you are.  Our identity is hidden in God and is not revealed by the insubstantial flickerings of our feelings and anxieties.

5. It cannot be emphasised too greatly how disturbing solitude can be.  This is the main reason why people avoid it, they may call it boredom but in fact I believe it is nearly always rooted in the terror of actually feeling what is inside of us.  Solitude is not an easy life -- it is not a holiday but takes us into uncomfortable places where we have to struggle in new ways.  If it is seen as an escape it will not be successful.  In many ways it is about learning to love -- dealing with those interior demons which prevent us being fully human.

6. Finding a rhythm in the solitude is important.  This may be the kind of daily rhythm which I have described or in the midst of daily life a time set aside for solitude and quiet.

7. Prayer, in my experience, has two main forms on a retreat.  First there is a more formal liturgical prayer which provides a structure for the day and for the week.  For me this is rooted in two prayers that I have memorised and in listening to the daily service.  Secondly there is a freer form of prayer which might be called contemplation.  This may use a meditation (I like Anthony de Mello's) or it may just be silence.  To some extent a retreat is the time to dedicate one's whole life to contemplation -- whether you are walking, cooking or just enjoying those first few moments when you wake from sleep.  The structure which we create for our retreat provides us with the freedom to simply meditate on life and in that discover both our anguish and the well springs of joy.

8. Good reading can be very useful in solitude, but we must avoid filling up our emptiness with other people's words.  It is good for us to read things which stimulate our thinking and take us somewhere new, if we are just stuck in conventional ways of thinking solitude will not be fully productive.  Reading also has no privileged status, listening to tapes or music and films or television programmes can be just as beneficial providing they are the right kind of material and are not used just to fill time.

9. The right location is also important.  I really enjoy somewhere isolated and spacious which lets my heart breathe.  Others might find this too scary.  We each must find the right place for us.  But almost certainly this needs to be somewhere which removes us from our day-to-day life in some way -- even if that just means not answering the door and leaving the phone off the hook!  I like the 1960s song 'Up on the Roof' which describes the use of the roof as a retreat from urban life.

10. Our world finds solitude disturbing and you will almost certainly encounter resistance as you seek to find solitude and spend time on your own.  There are all kinds of reasons not to spend time doing 'nothing' as they might say, but there is also a vast expanse of uncharted territory to explore which does not require travel to exotic locations.  It needs only the courage to face up to what is within our hearts and souls.  This will always be the last frontier.
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Poems and meditations
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"Empty the self in the act of waiting.  Dismantle the defences.  Call off the sentries.  Raze down the observation towers"

Before

Prayer

Holy God

holy and true

have mercy on me

Oh Thou eternal beauty

Oh thou love without limits

Oh thou breath of the spacious universe

have mercy on me

Father God

Mother Spirit

Brother Christ

have mercy on me

Oh thou strength of the morning

Oh thou heat of the sun

Oh thou cool of the evening rain

have mercy on me

a sinner
The Bountiful Tree

God

who is the scene of light

and the breathing of breath

and the touching of the

Come

in your strangeness

in your strongness

in your closeness

And plant in my anxious heart

your quiet

your stillness

your loving kindness

And cause it to grow a tough and bountiful tree

branch-spread

root-thick

bark-bound

twig-sprung

leaf-deep

fruit-rich

bird-nested

insect-hummed:

A permanent investment in my soul
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During
I wait

I wait

Here in the wet hills

Bathed in the relentless mist of rain.

Occasionally dazzling light.

Always the earth: sodden and fertile.

I gather hazel nuts

Inspect fungi: abundant bolete

They're cracked caps heavy and wet

Buzzards mew

A kite slides over the hill.

I read

Struggle with words that are not quite ready

Listen

Cook food carefully planned

And watch my body.

I wait for Spirit

God within

But he is always here in silence

Waiting

Quiet and unnoticed.

I did not see

I did not see them at first

The cloud was low

Fog emerging out of the fading night

Then as days cleared

and my eyes grew accustomed

to the rural light

They were there

Commanding the sky lanes of the valley

A Kite encroached briefly

A Kestrel hovered

Crows juggled the wind

But now my ears also are attuned

And my sole companion

Keen as light

Is the buzzard's cry

Be still

Be still with the pain

Wait

Act

That is the only language the pain understands

Wait with the pain

Hear it
The full extent of it

And gently

Slowly

Touch the feeling of it

Only then

And not quite now

Are you ready to act

And now is the time

For the kiss

Slow on the nub of the pain

The buzzard calls

The buzzard calls to me

That haunted mew

Shrieked over the valley

It becomes

In my imagination

The word of death

Die!

Die!

Die!

But of which death

Does the buzzard cry?

The decay of flesh

The stripping of bones

Or is it the death of my fear?

Sunshine

Today: Sunshine

The yellow rays waking out of Shropshire

and lighting all day

that heavenly blue sky which beckons human joy

In dim depths of the early morning

a cackle of crows, black in a ragged line

beat over the valley

And as sun grew

gossamer threads sailed down in mysterious silence

as flights of insects hummed to life

In the height of the day

the valley snoozed

but for the buzzing of flies on whitewashed walls

And now, in evening

the sky fades violet and the sun sinks

with a final gift of proffered peace

into the black depths of the Cambrian hills

Meditation

In this body is my salvation

Not outside in medicine, or rules or dogma or good advice but inside

Not another, a hoped-for, a longed for, an if only but this one; here; now

Not mind or spirit or intellect or will but flesh.  Self being muscle and tissue and bone

Not was, not will be, not might be but is.  Always now this very time

Not yours, not ours, not his or hers.  My narrow way, my steep path

Not improvement, not health, not happiness.  Here in this body, right now, my salvation

On reading Thomas Merton

I have given up with plans

I am abstaining from programmes

I have become a monk in regard to all solutions

I suppose there must be civil servants

And well-paid planners:

The implementers of the human race

And power must reside somewhere,

Awful temptation that it is,

But I take no pleasure in such scheming

I prefer to sketch,

In my stumbling, shambling way

Some little tracing of the human heart

The outlines of lust

The abyss of fear

The small possibilities for love

And that is enough

The retreat

The purpose of a retreat is simple: to be quiet and watch

Watch the sky and the earth.  The circling of buzzards, the grazing of sheep

Watch the heart.  The waxing and waning of lust, the eruptions of anger, the tremors of fear.  The creep of the restless mind

Watch the body.  Identify pain and its cause.  Be slow to take action

Watch thoughts carefully.  The emergence of ideas, the glimmer of insights.  The quiet acceptance of failings

And you will become aware, eventually, that resting on you are God's eyes.

The Hill

The hill is a gentle place, not steep or treacherous

A corner is cut by a sweeping hedge into a paddock

And it is split from the valley by another.

At its base three great ash tree stand, like waiting giants.

Over the hill piratical kites swoop and ravens,

Black as brigands, beat and dive in the big wind

More often, in sweeping glides, buzzards patrol

The clear skies looking for the flash of rabbit.

And in that quiet valley, green and lush in the misty rain

Sheep graze in settled flocks, shifting in fathomless ebb

Now up to the cover of the thorny hedge, now gathered,

Now spread in each field down through the valley.

And I watch.  Stand in the cloud blowing wind.  And watch

Watch for the coming and going of buzzards, for the mobbing of crows

And the migration of redwings -- 'down through the valley',

'Over the hill': I stand and I wait.  I wait and I watch.
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Be quiet and judge no one

The future is not your plans.  It is your death

In this body is your salvation

After

Spirit

The Spirit descended out of the sky

Direct

With the rushing of wind

Black wings splicing the air

For this Spirit

Was no dove, gentle and meek

But the Raven

Strong of beak 

And quicker of eye.

Fasting

The body needs training in salvation.  Emotions need training in order to achieve happiness.  True fasting is not grand gestures of 40 days but the ability to resist greed on a daily basis.  Small gestures if done the right attitude can build spiritual strength.  As well as fasting from food we also need fasting from words and fasting for silence, patience and reflection.  But all fasting can easily be about pride -- reinforcing our fearful sense of identity.  True fasting helps us unlock our God-given potential as spiritual beings.

What We All Need (a poem about love)

A simple love

Keen edged 

Warm centred

Unaffected

Without deceit

Not secret

But quietly vibrant

Humble

and Gentle

and Valiant

A love for a world wheezing

and Sneezing

Struggling

For breath

Addicted to death

Looking

Seeking

Peeking 

Into every strange corner

For an answer

To questions complex

Heterodox

Perplexing

But needing

Something

Simple

Gentle

Humble

Reasonable

but daring

A love

From above

Reaching below

Low

To the ground

Of our being:

Earth round

but also

Heaven bound

A simple sharp love.

Freedom

If you wish to find freedom you must withdraw from the world: disciplining the body, controlling the tongue and letting go of all possessions.  In this way you will escape anger, fear and greed and so become completely free.

Most of us, however, do not so strongly desire freedom and our way is the way of service to humanity.  In this way we experience the giving and receiving of love and this will suffice if we do not in so doing demand recognition and reward.

For some, sadly, suffering must suffice.  When we suffer we are tempted to despair but we can experience liberation in the midst of our suffering if we remain thankful for life.  By this, as it were, we find a backdoor to freedom and an alternative way to love.

Stuffed

And now, there are too many words

my crop is stuffed with them

my heart choked with them

I suffocate in their abundance

They are not the holy words:

that brief breath of the wise

which sits lightly upon the earth

easing our passage to death

But the heavy words of judgment

and opinion and noise

the half lives and the dead truths

which make men great and God small.

Desert Fathers

What they wanted was freedom

They desired nothing else

For in freedom they could feel their God

Entire and unadulterated

But it was not freedom from hunger

That they craved

It was not a liberation political and angry

That they longed for

Hunger was not an enemy to conquer

But a friend to embrace

Anger was not an ally in the struggle

But a doorway to death

For the freedom they sought 

Was the only one worthy of the name

It grew with its roots in the human heart

And blossomed in the bloom of perfect awareness

Body

I live in this body

I breathe here

Here I smell and see;

Hear and touch and taste

Life sweetness

I die in this body

I will expire here

Here I feel the sweat of my decay

Know pain and grief and death:

Life's shortness

I suffer in this body

I sigh here

Here I struggle and groan and sweat

That in the midst I might give thanks

for Life's holiness

Morning Prayer

It must be in bodies

Struggling to wake, bring flash to life

Uncoil my mind from spiralled dreams:

That lifting of body which is the first prayer

Second prayer seeks to untwist the sinews

Of my body grown for water and stiff:

Letting the healing blood flow

And eating is the third prayer

That holy thankfulness of food

Replenishing the life gift with Earth's abundance

Then let mind still

Let body rest

Silent in the contemplation of fleshy prayer

Geufron

I have withdrawn from the world,

it is not exactly a choice,

in fact choice hardly comes into it at all

except for this one act:

to let the heart follow where the body leads...

Into that curious wilderness of the self

that illness constructs

Into that strange isolation of me

that the healthfulness of others creates

Into that peculiar solitude

that is God, pain and the human being

It comes and I know that I am at home here.

Perhaps my world created this wilderness

wanting to isolate myself from the world's noise,

have an excuse for loneliness:

That sweetness of the self alone before God

But now I am here

and it is time to weave a basket or two

Go fifteen rounds with the demons

Find a father to guide my stumbling steps

and learn the patience of the long silence.
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Desert spirituality -- some contemporary reflections

What is the way of the desert?  Be quiet and judge no one.

The way of the desert seeks a total openness to God.  It is not rooted in human striving and therefore is not about human achievement.  Not even amazing feats of ascetic endurance.  Or extraordinary acts of spiritual power.  Or the achievement of profound wisdom.

In the way of the desert we seek to become a conduit for God.  Anything might happen.  It is therefore a celebration of what it is possible for a human being to be.  Some people call this freedom.

The desert fathers created for themselves an environment in which they could become free.  This is the way of asceticism: exiled from the world, living in simple poverty.  Alone but supported by a network of practical love.  It had particular resonance in their time because asceticism was highly valued.  The fathers could therefore become a beacon of true humanity.

In our day if someone is going to become a beacon of true humanity they must come to be at peace with the whole earth.  We now live in a global context where it is possible for us to destroy the earth.  The earth is fragile and can no longer be struggled with, it must be cared for and celebrated.  The modern ascetic, therefore, does not think in terms of doing violence to the body but cares for and celebrates the human body as a microcosm of the earth.

Asceticism became too violent.  The obedience which the monk gave freely to his spiritual father became a subservience demanded by church institutions.  The inclusion of the body in the quest for salvation by fasting and vigils became the abuse of flagellation.  The humble monk in the desert became the abbot wielding worldly power.  Small wonder that the modern world came to despise the way of the desert and reject an abusive asceticism.

As modern people we thought that if we could control the earth: bend it to our will and unlock its secrets we would be happy.  We would achieve heaven on earth and have no need for God.  But our victory over the earth has not brought us happiness.  We are anxious, worried, never able to have enough.  It is possible, therefore, that the quest for happiness could be the way for us to return to a partnership with the earth, to a partnership with each other and to a partnership with God.  In theological terms an awareness of our lack of happiness might be seen as the first stage of repentance.

It is probable that the consequence of a reflection on happiness will cause us to refocus on relationships.  It is other people that most obviously bring us happiness.  Turning our gaze away from ourselves and towards others is the second stage of repentance.

But this will not necessarily get us anywhere.  Looking towards others and the need for establishing good relationships with them is as likely to lead us into power games and manipulation as love and kindness.  We lack means by which to become loving.  Only when we return from looking at others and start looking inside ourselves and why we damage and destroy relationships (relationships with people but also with the earth) will we enter the third stage of repentance.

We must now struggle with ourselves and we return to asceticism.  How can we change ourselves?  How can we come to be at peace with ourselves, so that we might be at peace with our sisters and brothers, so that we might re-establish peace with the earth?  We now start to struggle with our anger, fear and desire.  These feelings are not sins but they are often the gateway to violence and unhappiness.

Anger -- which so often becomes an uncontrollable eruption within ourselves when we realise that something is wrong.  This eruptive anger seeks to destroy that which is to 'blame'.  When we are unable to do this we are overcome by sadness and eventually the sadness hardens into hatred -- whether that be hatred of the other or hatred of ourselves

Fear -- that response to danger which can so easily become overwhelming and debilitating.  Often in response to fear we become puffed up and proud, seeking to re-establish our identity which has become threatened.  This kind of fear becomes hardened into an invulnerable arrogance

Desire -- which becomes a greed for what we do not have.  When we cannot have what we desire we become restless and bored, satisfied with nothing.  Eventually this restless greed hardens in us and we become consumed with avarice

In the asceticism which is a true celebration of humanity we start to seek that joy which is acceptance rather than eruptive anger, peacefulness rather than debilitating fear, contentment rather than greed.  The desert fathers teach us that this change must happen in our bodies.  It cannot be an abstract intellectual idea, we need to experience change in our flesh.  

Anger is combated by learning to be silent when rage erupts in our heart.  

Greed is overcome by learning to control our belly through fasting.  

Fear can also be challenged by learning to be indifferent to praise and criticism.  

These ascetic practices do not merely address the presenting problem but nurture and develop our inward selves.  If we have learned to control our belly we are also in a better position to control our sexual lusts.  We are also, perhaps, better able to truly enjoy good food and the chaste sexual relationships of marriage.

But we need to learn to be wise about these ascetic tools.  Firstly they need to be appropriate to our context -- what does fasting mean, for instance, in a world of growing obesity, epidemics of anorexia and multinational fast food marketing?  Secondly we need to be aware of the limitations of ascetic tools and techniques.  Silence in the face of anger can lead to mere surliness or depression.  Fasting can lead to spiritual pride, or, as happened in my neighbourhood recently, death.  Indifference to praise or criticism can mask arrogance and lack of love.  Not only are the ascetic virtues challenging and difficult but they can also be subverted.

So what do we do in the face of our recurrent failure?  The more we strive for that peace which the desert fathers knew, the further it seems to get away.  Either we can despair or we can move into the final phase of repentance.  We start to come to where the desert fathers began.  Be quiet and judge no one.

In the quiet we watch ourselves.  We become aware of the feelings which bubble up inside ourselves.  Attempts to justify our past actions.  Unsettling desires.  Worries about the future.  When we are able to release these to God, we no longer have to judge them.  They pass.  This is the final repentance, we turn from our own will and the need to control our own lives.  Everything is released into the hands of God.  The desert fathers call this humility.

At this point we can become truly human.  We can discover all the potential in the human person.  This is the celebration of what a human being can be.  Jesus becomes luminous and meaningful in an entirely new way.  The strange ways of the desert fathers begin to become transparent and clear to us.  We no longer exploit the earth but nurture it, for we judge no one but learn from everything and discover a true spiritual discernment.  This is the beginning of wisdom.

This is not a very satisfactory way of putting things.  It is far too formulaic and, perhaps, utopian.  Even as one part of us is released to God, some other part of us is lost in the deep sleep of habitual activity.  Not that it is even possible for us to divide things so simply.  We are confused and complex human beings.  But if we could be quiet.  If we could still our restless yearnings.  If we could learn not to judge -- least of all ourselves.  Maybe we could acquire some of the wisdom and discernment of the desert and save ourselves.  And save our earth.  It is a hope worth living for.
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The Desert Fathers

In the fourth century, an intensive experiment in Christian living began to flourish in Egypt, Syria and Palestine. It was something new in Christian experience, uniting the ancient forms of monastic life with the Gospel. In Egypt the movement was soon so popular that both the civil authorities and the monks themselves became anxious: the officials of the Empire because so many were following a way of life that excluded both military service and the payment of taxes, and the monks because the number of interested tourists threatened their solitude.

The first Christian monks tried every kind of experiment with the way they lived and prayed, but there were three main forms of monastic life: in Lower Egypt there were hermits who lived alone; in Upper Egypt there were monks and nuns living in communities; and there were those who lived solitary lives but in groups of three or four, often as disciples of a master. For the most part they were simple men, peasants from the villages by the Nile, though a few, like Arsenius and Evagrius, were well educated.  Others such as Moses the Black were bandits and brigands of the worst sort.  St Anthony is generally regarded as the pioneer of the movement although he was probably more of an innovator who attracted the attention of the famous theologian Athanasius who wrote his biography.  Figures such as Macarius and Poemen were important in gathering together communities under their spiritual leadership.  Our records are mainly of men but there were certainly large numbers of women and some who could be called Desert Mothers such as Syncletica.  Remarkably, in such patriarchal times, some of their sayings are also recorded alongside the Desert Fathers.  Visitors who were impressed and moved by the life of the monks imitated their way of life as far as they could, and also provided a literature that explained and analyzed this way of life for those outside it. However, the primary written accounts of the monks of Egypt are not these, but records of their words and actions by their close disciples.

Often, the first thing that struck those who heard about the Desert Fathers was the negative aspect of their lives. They were people who did without: not much sleep, no baths, poor food, little company, ragged clothes, hard work, no leisure, absolutely no sex, and even, in some places, no church either -- a dramatic contrast of immediate interest to those who lived out the Gospel differently.  In later years many have regarded them as fanatics or, at the very least, just plain weird.

But to read their own writings is to form a rather different opinion. The literature produced among the monks themselves is not elaborate; it comes from the desert, from the place where the amenities of civilization were at their lowest point, where there was nothing to mark a contrast in lifestyles; and the emphasis is less on what was lacking and more on what was present. The outsider saw the negations; disciples who encountered the monks through their own words and actions found indeed great austerity and poverty, but it was neither unbelievable nor complicated. These were simple, practical people, not given either to mysticism or to theology, living by the Word of God, the love of the brethren and of all creation, waiting for the coming of the Kingdom with eager expectation, using each moment as a step in their pilgrimage of the heart towards Christ.

It was because of this positive desire for the Kingdom of heaven which came to dominate their whole lives that they went without things: they kept silence, for instance, not because of a proud and austere preference for aloneness but because they were learning to listen to something more interesting than the talk of men, that is, the Word of God. These desert dwellers were rebels, the ones who broke the rules of the world which say that property and goods are essential for life, that the one who accepts the direction of another is not free, that no one can be fully human without sex and domesticity. Their name itself, anchorite, means rulebreaker, the one who does not fulfill his public duties. In the solitude of the desert they found themselves able to live in a way that was hard but simple, as children of God.  Thomas Merton whose book The Wisdom of the Desert is the best available introduction regarded them, in a certain sense, as anarchists -- people who did not believe in letting themselves be passively guided and ruled by a decadent state, and who believed that there was a way of getting along without slavish dependence on accepted, conventional values.  Nonetheless they were very well aware that their way was not the only way, service to others in the world was just as acceptable to God, as were the struggles of those who suffered who could do no more than survive with thankful hearts.

The literature they have left behind is full of a penetrating and surprising wisdom. They did not write much; most of them remained illiterate; but they asked each other for a "word", that is, to say something in which they would recognize the Word of God, which gives life to the soul. It is not a literature of words that analyze and sort out personal worries or solve theological problems; nor is it a mystical literature concerned to present prayers and praise to God in a direct line of vision.  But if you open yourself to its wisdom it speaks directly to the human heart -- for that was their concern.  They wished to experience the Gospel in their bodies and in their hearts and in their shared life together.  This is certainly what impressed their contemporaries: they did not talk about the Gospel and about community and about love but they found a way to live these impressive words in a practical way.  And in so doing they unearthed some of the most profound insights into the human heart, into the nature of the spiritual life and into the reality of community that have ever been excavated from the human experience..

There is a danger of regarding the Desert Fathers as quirky and strange and almost humourous -- I think that I have fallen into this at times.  But while humour might be part of what they have to offer they are at root deeply serious and they offer a challenge which cuts to the very heart of the human condition.  A challenge to experience what it means to be truly free.
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The Urban Fathers

Holy Pambo asked Holy Anthony "How can I live a happy life?".  The holy man replied simply and to the point. "Don't think you can always get it right.  Don't worry about a thing once it has been done.  Keep your tongue under control and don't believe that your needs are the same as your greed".

Holy Joseph of Thurrock said.  "There are three kinds of people who make God happy: First those who are ill and feel like despairing but still manage to give thanks.  Second those who work hard for the benefit of others without expecting to get praised in return.  Third those who've given up the need to be in control of their lives."

A seeker asked one of the holy men.  "What good thing can I do and through that find real happiness?".  The holy man replied "God alone knows what is good.  But I have heard it said that someone asked the great holy man Nisteros, the friend of Holy Anthony 'What good work can I do' and he replied 'Not all good works are the same.  Abraham, for example, was hospitable and God was with him.  Elijah loved solitary prayer and God was with him.  David was humble and God, also, was with him.  Therefore, look in your heart for that deepest desire which God has placed in you and do that.  You will not go far wrong'".

When Holy Pambo was about to die the holy men were gathered at his bedside and he said to them "I came to this city and found myself somewhere to live and have lived in the same place ever since.  I do not remember eating anything that I did not work for myself and I do not remember saying anything that I have later regretted.  But I go to meet my Maker as someone who has not even begun to serve God."

Once some members of a community went out to visit some holy men who were living by themselves on high-rise estates.  They arrived at the first one who greeted them warmly and seeing that they were tired and anxious immediately invited them in and clearing out all the food he had in his kitchen gave them a delicious meal.  That night when they were supposed to be sleeping the holy men heard the visitors talking amongst themselves and saying "Well obviously life on the estate is not as hard as everyone says -- we never eat as well as this in our community".  The next morning the visitors set out to visit another holy man living on a neighbouring estate but before they left their host said to them "Greet my brother for me and give him this message -- 'be careful not to fill the car with too much petrol'".  When they reached the next flat they delivered this message.  The holy man immediately understood what was meant by it.  So he took them straight away to visit the down and outs where they spent many hours in the cold and rain handing out food and drink.  When eventually they came in they had an extended time of evening prayer before eating and when that had finished he said to them "I often don't eat in the evening but because you are here let us have a few slices of toast and as a special treat I will open a tin of baked beans".  After this brief supper they began an all-night vigil.  At the first sign of morning the holy man said "Well you must be tired from all your new experiences -- catch a few hours sleep before we start work again tomorrow".  And when the holy man cheerfully woke them up they were desperate to leave but he wouldn't let them saying "I couldn't possibly send you away now, it is so courageous of you to visit me here and I have so much more to show you -- you must stay for the whole week".  So when the holy man popped down to the shops for a pint of milk they slinked off never to return.

Holy Anthony the first and most respected of the holy men said concerning their calling "If fish remain on dry land they die and it is the same with us.  If we don't spend enough time on our own, if we get too involved with the busyness of the world, then we shrivel up and lose our determination.  Therefore just as fish should go back to the sea so we must return to our solitude and our prayer, otherwise we will lose our inner strength and our sense of who we are."

Holy Arsenius, when he was still a highflying city executive, felt dissatisfied with his life and began to seek God.  Once when he was praying he felt God saying to him "Get right away from people Arsenius and spend time on your own and you will find what you're looking for".  So Arsenius went to live in an obscure part of town right away from everyone and again as he prayed he heard God speaking to him "Spend your time alone, Arsenius, don't have a telephone and don't tell people where you are, learn to be silent and obscure and occupy yourself in prayer.  This is the only way for you to find what you seek".

A seeker was talking to Holy Isidore who was one of the most respected holy men in East London and he asked him 'Why do you seem to find it so easy to resist temptation'.  The holy man replied 'Since I began seeking God I have concentrated on not allowing my anger to spew out and cover other people with my vomit '.

Holy Anastasius had an old Bible, very finely made, which was worth £180.  A seeker came to visit him and when he saw the book he realised that it was valuable and stole it.  One day Anastasius went to get the book from the cupboard where he kept it but it had gone and he realised that the seeker who had come to visit him must have stolen it.  But he did not report it to the police for he did not want the seeker to be guilty of lying as well as stealing.

The seeker went to a bookseller in town and tried to sell it for him for £160.  The bookseller was not an expert on antiquarian Bibles, however, so he said to him "Leave the Bible with me and I will get an expert to value it".  So the bookseller took the book to Holy Anastasius, who was well-known in the trade for his expertise in such books and said to him "Someone is trying to sell this book to me for £160 -- is it worth that much?".  Anastasius examined the book and said "Yes, it is a fine book, it is worth that much".  So when the seeker came back to the bookseller he said to him "Here is your money, I showed this book to Holy Anastasius, who is an expert in these matters, and he said that it was a fine book worth at least £160 ".  But the seeker asked "Was that all he said?  He didn't say anything else?  ".  "No" said the bookseller "You know what these holy men are like, he said nothing else".  "Well then" said the seeker "I have changed my mind I don't want to sell the book now".  So he snatched up the book and immediately rushed out of the shop.  He went straight to Holy Anastasius and, trembling and crying, begged him to take the book back.  But the holy man would not accepted saying "Go in peace my brother, I make you a present of it".  But the seeker said "If you do not take it back I shall never have any peace".  And that is how the seeker came to live with Holy Anastasius for the rest of his life.

Holy Macarius said "Our righteous anger at the failings of others does no one any good.  What is the point of saving the world if we cannot save ourselves?".

Holy Hyperichius said "It is healthier to eat deep-fried Mars bars and binge drink than gobble up your friend with criticism and snide remarks".

A brother seeker who was looking to live a celibate life came early to a meeting at a church hall and stumbled on a group of young sisters having an aerobics class in leotards and Lycra.  He was flustered and embarrassed and clumsily fled from the hall.  Later when the Holy Mother who was supervising the sisters met the brother she said to him "If you truly had the calling for a celibate life you would have been able to wait in the hall without embarrassment".

There was a certain seeker who desired to live a simple life and live at peace with the earth.  He gave up his nice house, his high-powered job and found a quiet room in an obscure part of town, but he kept a few things from his old life and some money in a secret bank account.  One day he went to visit Holy Anthony, hoping to join the company of the holy men.  The holy man had heard what he had done and so said to him "If you wish to find God go down to the bank and draw out some money in five pound notes.  Pin the money to your clothing so that everyone can see and come back".  When the seeker returned he told him what had happened -- how people had laughed at him and pointed and the children had run up to him, poking and kicking as they snatched the money off his clothing.  Then Holy Anthony said to him "If you want to live a simple life and renounce materialism but still hold on to a nest egg no one will take you seriously and you will constantly be assailed by doubts and temptations".

Holy Théodore had a car.  He went to holy Macarius to talk to him about it "I have a small car and I find it useful for taking people to hospital and other holy men borrow it to make visits and help people in various ways.  But I am uncomfortable with owning it -- what should I do?"  The holy man thought about it and then said to him "How you use your car is good but it is better to live the simple life and not be burdened with possessions".  So Théodore went and sold the car and gave the money to an environmental project.

Holy Ammonas spent 14 years in Dagenham praying to God every day to learn how to manage his anger

A Holy Man once said "There are two reasons why we do not achieve what we want to achieve.  Firstly we push ourselves too hard and go beyond our limits.  Secondly we want instant results rather than patiently continuing with the work we have begun.  Many people wish to live good lives which are healthy and environmentally friendly but most wish to achieve this without regular sustained effort."

A Holy Man once observed "I have noticed that the really successful football clubs are not always changing their personnel but they remain settled and consistent at the core.  It is the same for those seeking God, they will not find what they are looking for if they are always making changes and following the latest fashion".

A seeker once wanted to talk to Holy Théodore of Finsbury.  He wrote him letters, tried to find his phone number or e-mail address (but he didn't have a phone or computer) and eventually came to visit him and knocked on his door.  But the holy man refused to answer him so, eventually, disappointed and sad, he left him alone.  One of Holy Théodore's friends asked him why he refused to speak to him seeing as he was so disappointed and sad.  The holy man replied "I know that one, he's only interested in words.  He's trying to make a name for himself by writing a book about us".

A parliamentary commission on faith and social cohesion decided to come and visit Holy Moses and so went off to Stepney to see him because they had heard what an important influence he was in the community.  But someone warned the holy man about this so he sneaked away to his local pub for a quiet drink but on the way he ran into the commissioners and they asked him where Holy Moses' flat was.  He told them "What do you want with him?  He is an extremist and a fanatic".  The commissioners carried on and came to a community house run by some seekers inspired by holy Moses.  They said to the people there "We heard about holy Moses and wanted to come and talk to him but we just ran into someone who told us that he was an extremist and a fanatic".  The people at the community house were horrified at who could have described holy Moses like this.  The commissioners gave them a description of the person and they immediately recognised him as Moses "O that was holy Moses that you spoke to, he did not want to speak to you, he is not interested in recognition, so he described himself as a fanatic".  Somewhat perplexed but, perhaps, a little wiser the commissioners returned to Westminster.

A seeker came to visit holy Sylvester at Harold Hill just when the members of his community came in tired and preoccupied from their various jobs.  So he said to Sylvester "You are too preoccupied here with working for 'bread that perisheth'.  It was Mary not Martha who was praised by Jesus for she chose to sit at his feet without working".  So the holy man said to the Zachary, one of the members of the community "Show the brother to his room, give him a book to read and do not disturb him ".  Later that evening the seeker came out of his room to look for the holy man to see if supper had been prepared and when he found him he asked "Are you fasting today for no one has called me for supper?".  "Oh no" said Sylvester "we have all eaten today".  "So why did you not call me?"  asked the seeker annoyed and more than a little hurt.  "You are obviously a spiritual person" said the holy man "We have to work so that we can eat but I assumed from your earlier words that you are following a better way and that you have reached such a pitch of spiritual perfection that you are able to do without food and so are able to spend all your time reading and praying".  On hearing this the seeker repented of his earlier harsh words and begged forgiveness.  The holy man replied gently to him "Martha is necessary to Mary, for it was because Martha worked that Mary was able to be praised".

There was a seeker called Serapion.  He was a respected Biblical scholar, particularly of the Gospels, and he had an extensive library which contained some quite valuable volumes.  But one day he sold his entire library, leaving not even so much as a pocket bible, and gave the money to a charity working with poor families in his neighbourhood.  When people found out about this they asked him why he had given up scholarship and all his Bibles.  He replied "I have sold the books which told me to sell all that I had and give to the poor".

One of the seekers, who used to be a gang member, had been thinking about things and came to ask holy Sylvester about it.  "Suppose some muggers attack me and try to stab me but I'm stronger and quicker than them should I try to overpower them and conduct a citizen's arrest?" The holy man replied "Don't even think about it.  You should trust in God.  If something bad like this happens to you it is better for you to see it as a message from God about the dangers of your old way of life rather than an opportunity for you to play the hero".

There was once a seeker living alone in Harold Hill and he was attacked by muggers.  But as he cried out in alarm other seekers who lived nearby came and captured the young muggers who were barely older than children.  They called the police and the police came and took them away.  But then they started worrying about it -- they didn't want them put into youth custody and so turned into criminals.  So they went to see holy Poemen and told him the whole story.  The holy man therefore wrote to the seeker who was attacked.

Reflect on your feelings when you were attacked -- your anger and desire for revenge.  You will then realise why you handed these children over to the police to be turned into criminals

The seeker was moved by these words and when he was called to the police station he refused to identify his attackers and they were set free.

Once in Maida Vale many seekers had come together for a big Christmas celebration.  One of the seekers said to someone who was serving the meal "I'll just have the potatoes and a few brussels sprouts, I can only justify eating organic meat which is sourced from a supplier I have personally verified." The server called over to the chef "Can we have a plate without any turkey or stuffing please".  One of the holy men went over to the seeker and said to him "If you don't want to share in this Christmas meal with us it would be better for you, and your soul, to go out and get a McDonald's to eat by yourself".

One of the seekers in Stepney had been engaged in serious misconduct so the holy men got together and asked holy Moses to join them.  But he didn't want to come.  The priest who brought together the community sent him a message saying "Please come quickly we are all waiting for you and need you here".  So Moses prepared to leave.  He took a full black rubbish bag out of the bin and cut a small hole in the bottom so that the rubbish gradually fell out of the bag and carried it to the meeting on his back.  When he came into the meeting the holy men all stood up and asked him what was going on.  Moses replied "My sins are falling out behind me, and I do not see them, and today I come to judge the sins of another!" When they heard this they said nothing to the brother but just let him go.

A seeker came to see holy Poemen and said to him "I like the idea of solitude but I'm really struggling with it in practice.  When I'm alone I get nervous and anxious and just can't seem to pray or do anything much."  The holy man replied gently in the following manner "Despise no one, condemn no one, rebuke no one.  God will give you the peace you crave and you will find that you're able to pray and meditate".

A holy man said "Just because you live a life which is sexually pure it doesn't give you the right to judge people who are promiscuous -- if you do your life is as out of balance as theirs.  Jesus said we should not commit adultery but he also said we should not judge."

There was a certain holy man who secluded himself in his flat and started wearing a hairshirt so holy Ammonas came to see him.  When holy Ammonas saw him wearing the hairshirt he said "That thing won't do you a bit of good".  The holy man said "I'm trying mortification because I have three things that are troubling me.  Firstly I want to get away from everyone and live somewhere where I don't have to see anyone.  Secondly I want to travel to a foreign country where no one knows me.  Thirdly I want to be like one of the anchorites living in a walled up cell and only eating every other day".  Holy Ammonas was concerned so he said "These extreme desires will do you no good.  Stay where you are, eat simply every day and have always in your heart the words of the tax collector from the gospel 'Lord, have mercy on me a sinner'.  If you do this you will find what you're looking for".

A story was told about holy John the dwarf.  One day he announced to his wife "I want to totally commit my life to God, to live like the angels -- constantly praising God without getting caught up in the mundane work which is always hindering our prayer".  So he left everything and went to live on the streets.  But after a week he returned to his wife.  When he pressed the intercom his wife asked "Who is it?" He replied "It is John".  But his wife replied "It can't be John he has become an angel".  John persisted but his wife did not let him in, keeping him waiting for some time.  Eventually she opened the door for him and greeting him on the doorstep said "If you are a man, you are going to have to start doing mundane work again like ordinary people, but if you are an angel why are you so keen to come back to this home of bricks and mortar?"  John realised he had been a fool and said "Forgive me, darling, I deceived myself and made a bad mistake".

A seeker came to Holy Poemen in great distress "I don't know if I can go on seeking God my mind is full of anxieties and temptations and its overwhelming me ".  The holy man took him outside, it was a windy day, and he said "Open up your jacket and see if you can catch the wind in your clothes".  The seeker replied "But that it is impossible".  So the holy man said to him "If you cannot catch the wind neither can you prevent yourself feeling anxious.  Your work is simply to say no to the temptations".

A seeker came to see holy Poemen and said to him "I'm having real problems with my spiritual director he just doesn't understand me and it's doing my head in.  Tell me what I should do, should I carry on with him or go elsewhere?"  Poemen knew that the two men were completely incompatible and he was surprised that the seeker was asking him about it so he said to him "If you want to, stay with him".  So the seeker went off and remained with his spiritual director but later he came back to Poemen "I just can't cope with this guy, he's driving me crazy" but still holy Poemen did not tell him to leave.  Finally the seeker came back a third time and said "That's it.  I've had enough" and the holy man said to him " Ah!  At last you have seen the light.  Go, find someone else and forget about him".  Holy Poemen said to him "When you see that your soul is suffering you do not need to ask advice about it.  When you are struggling with anxieties and secret temptations it is good to get advice so that a holy man can give you perspective.  But when it is clear that you are suffering harm there is no need to ask advice -- just taken immediate action."

Holy Palladius said "If you are a follower of Christ and seeking God you should be eager to learn everything you can about your faith and always wanting to enter into dialogue with people about these things.  People who do not have this hunger for learning are mad.  You can't follow Christ and not always be wanting to learn, seeking God means that you're always hungry."

A holy man once made following observation "If you move into a particular neighbourhood but you just don't get on there -- you are unproductive and always uncomfortable, it is best to leave quickly and without bother, because the place itself has rejected you".

There was a seeker who in a humble manner encouraged the other seekers when Holy Anthony was visiting.  But when Anthony spent some time with him on his own he challenged him over a small matter and found him very defensive.  Holy Anthony said to him "You are like a house with an elaborate security system but you go out and leave a window wide open so that burglars can come and go freely".

One of the holy men used to say "When we began this adventure of seeking a holy life in the wilderness of the city we used to get together and talk in a way which got right inside me and nourished my whole being -- it felt as if we were really getting somewhere, recreating something of heaven here on earth.  But now we get together and we just criticise everything, no longer recreating heaven but inventing our own little hell."

Holy Poemen often said "Above all avoid the person who argues every time they open their mouth"
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