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The spirituality and lives of the desert fathers and mothers are often seen as the beginning and

end of Christian monastic life. Their stories and messages inspire not only the most devout

Christians but also the “nones” and the “dones.” In Desert Dangers and Delights John Michael

Talbot reflects on his experience as a spiritual father and a popularizer of Catholic Christian

spirituality through his music and teaching. He uses his own stories, Scripture, and the stories

and sayings of the desert fathers and mothers to show a radically alternative way of living and

thinking in Christ. With questions for reflection at the end of each chapter, this book will aid all

readers, from experienced monastics to those just beginning a spiritual journey with Christ.



“Describing his own personal experiences, Talbot allows the desert spirituality to constructively

criticize the Catholic context in which he lives out the Christian life. He encourages his

audience, which should certainly extend beyond Catholicism, to find a deeper and richer

experience of God by the Holy Spirit, in embracing aspects of the monastic desert spirituality

for themselves. He allows the desert fathers and mothers to speak for themselves, without

simply providing another collection of sayings and quotations. Rather, he shows in an engaging

manner how this transforming spirituality has been fruitful in his own life, and has the potential

to produce spiritual fruit in the lives of all those who embrace it, making Christ the focus of our

life, in the power of the Holy Spirit.”—Father Peter Farrington, priest of the Coptic Orthodox

Church, UK“John Michael Talbot knows about the distractions of this world and gives practical

suggestions to rediscover the dignity of man and himself in God’s ray of light. The book is a

testimony to decades of wisdom. Simple and impressive are the examples from everyday life,

unsurpassed are the quotations of the desert fathers, which are still so relevant today. The

book provides orientation for searching people in a time of disorientation.”—Notker Wolf,

OSBAbbot Primate Emeritus“John Michael Talbot is the real deal—a true holy man and

spiritual father. This book is a booster shot of grace that will reinvigorate your spiritual life—it is

both encouraging and challenging. It’s not a how-to, if that means a set formula that is

supposed to work for everyone, rather it is a way of empowering the reader to find his or her

own way through the desert. From time to time we all need to strip away the barnacles of the

distracted life and get back to what is essential. With this book, you can immerse yourself in a

world without the annoying distractions of modern technology, then really begin with yourself

and go deeper than perhaps you ever have before.”—Jim L. PapandreaProfessor of Church

History and Historical TheologyGarrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary“Every generation

seems to discover the Desert Fathers as something new, surprising, strange, and radical.

Opening heaven’s door, we never find what we had expected. This book will be the Desert’s

doorway for a new generation.”—Mike Aquilina, author of The Fathers of the Church“What a

pleasure for me to read John Michael’s new book on desert spirituality. It is a beautiful spiritual

offering from a great musician who has become a very special author as well. Desert Dangers

and Delights addresses a hunger for a faith that can be experienced in the here and now.”—

Tom Booth, composer, retreat leader, and spiritual director“There has never been a more

crucial time to listen to the past. And who better to listen to than the desert fathers, who left

everything to embrace a life of simple listening to God in the wilderness. My brother John has

done much the same with his life; he has spent a lifetime listening to the fathers and has gifted

the church with this remarkable digest of their wisdom.”—Michael Card, faith-based musician

and author“The spiritual life, in Scripture and in church history, is shaped by the garden and the

desert. John Michael Talbot, whose fruitful ministry spans fifty years, guides us from that

garden to the contemplative life of the Desert Fathers and Mothers. In this new book, he shares

the treasures to be found in a place of dangers and delights. Highly recommended.”—Duane

W.H. Arnold, PhD, author of The Early Episcopal Career of Athanasius of AlexandriaCover
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ContemplationConclusionIntroductionThe desert is delightful. It is also dangerous. It is

delightful when used well, but it can kill if entered into wrongly. The difference is in

discernment.As a delight the desert is an awe-inspiring place. The sunrises and sunsets are

stunning. The way the light plays off the sands. The mountains and hills in the distance. The

clean air refreshes body and soul. The vistas are unobstructed and magnificent. All seems

clear and unobstructed in one’s soul there as well. It is easy to be inspired by God in such a

place. These things are all delightful!It can also be forbidding! With the delight, there is danger.

In the desert everything unessential is stripped away. The hot is very hot, and the cold is very

cold. You can die of thirst or exposure to the elements very easily if not properly prepared. And

snakes and scorpions lurk under rocks and dwell in the shelter of caves. That’s why so few live

there, except in properly developed cities or towns with ample services and utilities. Out of

cities and towns there is no lush greenery to visually cushion the harsher realities of life. What

you see is what you get. This all symbolizes the challenges of our spiritual lives as well. That’s

why the desert fathers and mothers retreated to deserts.I have great memories of the desert.

Early in the days of Mason Proffit, a country rock band I was with that achieved some success

on Warner Brothers Records, we considered buying a ranch outside of Tucson. We loved the

saguaro cactus and the activity of the wildlife, flora, and fauna of the desert, often not seen by

the casual observer. I spent hours walking that desert in those days.After my conversion to

Catholic monastic life I spent powerful times in the desert of Palestine. I loved the abandoned

monastic ruins outside of Bethlehem and enjoyed staying for an extended stay at Shepherd’s

Field, a hermitage below the pilgrim sites. I especially remember walking down the Wadi Kelt

(“Valley of Death”) from St. George’s Monastery, past the numerous ancient caves that line the

cliffs and once served as hermits’ cells.Later in my monastic itinerant ministry, some of my

most cherished memories have been of driving back and forth across America, specifically the

Southwestern deserts of New Mexico, Arizona, and California. I have enjoyed walking in the



desert and finding a shady nook or cranny in the rocks (uninhabited by snakes or scorpions!) in

which to pray. I have seriously looked at land where we could make a desert monastic

foundation of The Brothers and Sisters of Charity. But the time has not yet come. It is one of my

yet unrealized dreams.These dangers and delights are precisely why the first desert fathers

and mothers went to the desert. They went to the desert to live a life stripped of everything but

God. The desert fathers and mothers were primarily those who went into the deserts of Upper

and Lower Egypt beginning in the third and fourth centuries, influencing monasticism in

Palestine, Syria, and throughout the ancient world in later centuries. In the desert all cultural

distractions were gone. Only those in the mind remained and demanded that they be brought

to Christ. They also went because the people of their culture understood it as the dwelling

place of demons, and they sought to do battle with the primary causes of the world’s woes.

They went to battle demons with the victory only Jesus Christ brings fully. They also had the

wisdom to start, not by battling the sins of others, but by battling their own. This takes guts. It

takes real courage to endure.So the desert is a place of danger and delight. It first attracts,

then frightens, and then delights in a way untouched by the ups and downs of life. This is the

way of the desert fathers and mothers.I believe the desert fathers and mothers have a special

significance in our current cultural and ecclesial climate and crisis.We live in a world where

fewer and fewer folks are staying in a church or faith community. Pew research indicates that

the proverbial “nones”—as in “none of the above” on a questionnaire about religious affiliation—

are quickly becoming the “dones”—as in those who are simply “done” with it all. Most of these

folks still love Jesus or at least still believe in God, perhaps even more strongly than before. It’s

not so much that they disagree with Catholicism, Christianity, or religion in general. It’s simply

that they have already given it their level best for decades, gotten very little in return, and are

simply “done” with it.The “dones” are often done with the church, politics, and the Western

world in general. Church is a polarized place where liturgies are poorly done and apparent

engagement with Jesus is hard to find. Most seem to have a relationship with religion that is

about Jesus, rather than with Jesus who enlivens our religion. As Scripture says of some, “they

make a pretense of religion but deny its power” (2 Tim 3:5). The sex scandals have left most

feeling gut punched and falling on our faces before God. God knows, politics is even more

polarized and helplessly deadlocked along party lines on most issues. Social media has

degenerated from a great place for dialogue into a place of unfiltered and hate-filled

arguments. This leaves many of us feeling like exiles in our own church and culture.It was a

climate not unlike ours that prompted the rugged souls to “flee the world” for the solitude and

silence of the desert. They reach across the ages to resonate with the souls of the “nones” and

“dones” today. They provide an ancient model for those in self-imposed exile that is no longer

just angry or resentful at the state of the church and the world. Somehow the desert fathers

and mothers like Antony, Pachomius, and Mary of Egypt found something deeper in the desert,

and their inspiration renewed the religion and even the politics of their over-institutionalized

Christian world through the likes of Athanasius and Augustine.A publisher suggested years ago

that I write a book on the desert fathers and mothers. I have always hesitated. Who am I to

write such a book? I have written on other monastic subjects, but these radical souls always

seemed way above my proverbial pay grade! But I am inspired to give it a try now. Why?In

recent years some health struggles stripped me back to the basics, and the desert fathers and

mothers ministered to me in a way that other more active saints such as Francis and Benedict

no longer fully did. The notion of simply “being” after years of active ministry speaks deeply to

my heart.As founder and spiritual father of a new integrated monastic community, I have

always hearkened to the hermit and community call of the desert fathers and mothers. The



collections of their lives and sayings sit close to both my study chair and my bedside. They are

my rather constant companions and familiar friends. Even my love for the likes of Western

figures like Francis and Benedict, and Romuald of the Camaldolese and Bruno of the

Carthusians, was rooted in my love for the first monks of the eastern deserts. They remain the

bedrock upon which the entire monastic and consecration of life tradition rises. They have

always spoken to a very deep place in my soul as well.The lives and sayings of the desert

fathers and mothers have inspired the likes of St. Augustine, St. Jerome, and St. Benedict in

the Christian west. They are the absolute primer for monastic life in the Christian east. They

also inspire me. And they still inspire the hermit or monk within all of us today.There have been

increasingly numerous books written on the desert fathers and mothers in recent decades.

What was once a scant curriculum in English is now quite bounteous! There is really no great

need for the likes of me to write yet another such book of quotes. So I write this book from a

more personal perspective. My personal positions are built on quotes, but this book is not a

mere omnibus of quotes.There is also a more personal reason for this treatment. I have

recently established a friendship with the only monastics that carry this tradition from the place

where it all began: Egypt. It has been a joy to establish a friendship with the monks at St. Mary

and Moses Monastery in Texas. Coptic monasticism is thoroughly immersed in the teachings of

the desert fathers and mothers in a way that other monastics understand only from a distance.

So I have been reimmersed in that tradition out of friendship and love.As I mentioned, this

coincided with some health issues that took me to the point of seeing the other side in Christ.

During such times the nonessentials are stripped away. The desert fathers and mothers

experienced a similar stripping, not merely through health issues, but as an intentional and

alternative way of life in Christ and the church. At this point I find them most inspiring.It has

been suggested that I write about what inspired me from their rich repository of wisdom. So I

will try to answer that call. I hope to be at least somewhat successful.The desert fathers and

mothers didn’t leave us a monastic rule of life and much less with a mystical theology. Those

were for later generations to compile. The desert fathers and mothers left us stories and pithy

sayings, or apothegms. They don’t explicitly treat the content of what we now call passive

contemplation, but they do treat external and internal disciplines, and the battle with thoughts

that usher us into contemplation extensively. Passive contemplation is, however, implied

throughout.In this book I will share my own stories, Scripture, and the stories and sayings of

the desert fathers and mothers about a radical alternative way of living and thinking in Christ. I

try to share from my own experience in hopes that it will assist others in theirs. I hide nothing,

for we cannot hide from God.So I retire into the desert in the twilight of my life, not to run from

the world but for its salvation, by first starting with myself. It is an option that can be applied to

all of us according to our states of life. If we first leave the world for Christ, then we can bring a

salvation that only Jesus can bring.Questions1) Do you ever feel alone in the world?2) Do you

ever feel like an exile in the church?3) Is your primary encounter with religion about Jesus, or

with Jesus who enlivens your religion?4) Do you have a personal love relationship with Jesus

Christ?5) Are you looking for a way to balance this? Would the desert fathers and mothers

help inspire you to find a way?Chapter 1Flee the WorldIf you want to be saved, flee the world.—

The Lord to Abba ArseniusI thought that I had fled the secular world long ago now. I left a

promising secular music career in favor of Jesus. My wife eventually left me. I don’t really

blame her. In those first throes of being “born again,” I was indeed very self-righteous and hard

to live with! But I was completely shattered by the divorce. I sought refuge in a Franciscan

retreat center in Indianapolis and placed myself under the direction of a friar who would remain

my spiritual father until his death. Only after leaving everything for God would God give



everything back in a whole new way. But today, after decades of ministry as a spiritual father of

a new integrated monastic community, fifty-five successful recordings that have sold millions,

thirty-five books that include some best sellers, and concert and teaching live appearances all

over the world, I find myself leaving even my religious world in a new way. Like St. Francis at

the end of his life, I find myself saying, “Let us (me) now begin, for up until now we (I) have

done nothing.” The desert fathers are inspiring me again.Many of the “dones” are fleeing our

modern secular and religious world in their own way today. How does that apply to the average

Christian in our time?Let’s begin with Scripture for some basics.Jesus says to “flee to the

mountains” during a time of persecution and trouble (Matt 24:16). The Scriptures warn against

participating in worldliness. But John 3:16 also says that God so loved the world that he sent

his only Son to give his life for the world. And Jesus prays that the Father not take us out of the

world, but that he save us from the evil one (John 17:15). The world is not evil. God created the

world as good (Gen 1). It is what we do with it that makes it good or evil (Gen 3).So Scripture

differentiates between the good world and bad worldliness. “Do not love the world or the things

of the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the

world, sensual lust, enticement for the eyes, and a pretentious life, is not from the Father but is

from the world. Yet the world and its enticement are passing away. But whoever does the will of

God remains forever” (1 John 2:15-17).The first and most basic sermon of Jesus was,

“Repent.” Repent comes from the Greek metanoia, or “change your mind.” Repent means to

change your thinking and change radically. If we change our thinking, we change our lives.So

how do we change? Why and how do we flee the world? And from what must we flee?We flee

not so much the world as our misuse of it. Sometimes that requires a change of environment. It

can even require a change of location. Sometimes that change is for a few hours or days.

Sometimes it is for a couple of weeks or months. Sometimes it can be for years or even for a

lifetime. Sometimes it means taking on a way of life in Christ that is completely wonderful and

new! This is precisely what the desert fathers and mothers did.Jesus asks us to renounce

three things when we become his followers: possessions, relationships, and even our very

selves (see Luke 14:26). Why? Are possessions, relationships, and the human self bad things?

No. It is not that the created world is evil. As we said, God made it! Jesus wants us to have

healthy relationships. He blessed marriage at Cana! And he made us in his image and

likeness. He made us very, very good!First, the problem is that our possessions often possess

us. We are consumed by what we consume. We must break free of them before we can use

them rightly, as good stewards for the world and our loved ones. We must embrace a real

gospel simplicity in order to simply live again. As the saying goes, “Live simply so that others

may simply live.” It also frees us up to live freely again in Christ.Second, we often fall into bad

relationship patterns that enable bad behavior instead of empowering positive things of God.

We oppress others and ourselves. We are often controlling and codependent in our

relationships. We try to find our happiness by controlling how others behave and live.

Furthermore, we allow others to become overly dependent on that control, and we stifle their

ability to really mature in Christ for themselves. That is codependency. So, we must disrupt the

old patterns in order to let Jesus give us new ones.Third, we must renounce our old selves. We

often settle for a version of ourselves that is far less than the person God originally made us to

be. It is not so much that what we have settled for is evil. But it is at the very least incomplete.

When we sin, we don’t lose God’s image. However, we do lose his likeness. We allow our lives

to become agitated like the waters of a pond that can no longer fully reflect the beautiful image

of God, but only a fractured and broken version of it. We must let the old self die through the

cross of Christ in order to be born again, not once, but daily through the resurrection of



Christ.This breaking free must sometimes be intentional and radical. It is like pushing off from

the side of a swimming pool in order to swim. We must sometimes push off with great energy

and effort in order to establish the momentum we need to swim gracefully. Likewise with

possessions, relationships, and our old selves. We must sometimes use great effort in order to

really break free of the old, unhealthy patterns. We do this by embracing a discipline in every

aspect of how we live. These are three scriptural areas from the example of Jesus Christ.What

are some other things that are perhaps most apparent in modern Western living?One thing

that immediately comes to mind is our use of media. The average American spends six hours a

day on social media. That doesn’t count TV and movies. That’s a lot of time! They fill us with

expectations of success and pleasure that most of us will never realize. They fill us with angry

and unfiltered gossip, slander, and hate-filled and polarizing opinions about everything! If you

understand that “we are what we think,” then it is easy to grasp why we are often so frustrated

and unfulfilled. In order to watch it, read it, or write it, you must first think it. If you think it, it will

affect your life (see Prov 23:7, KJV). If you spend a large amount of time thinking it, it will

radically affect your soul.And they are addictive. New studies indicate that habitual use of

smartphones and tablets actually rewires the synapses of our brains, creating an addiction

every bit as strong as caffeine or nicotine. You may recall the episode of Star Trek: The Next

Generation called “The Game,” which eerily illustrated the consequences of addiction to

computer games and such. We are, indeed, in a “brave new world.”So the desert fathers and

mothers inspire some wonderful advice! Turn off the TV. Unplug from social media. Put down

the phone and tablet for a while. It won’t kill us, though we may think that it will! But after the

initial pains of withdrawal, we can experience a peace that surpasses all understanding.We

can also make a retreat for a day or a week. Typically, this is best done somewhere other than

your local parish. It’s also not the same as going on vacation to a luxurious hotel or resort. The

grace of place of a retreat center or monastery is unlike anything you can find in the secular

world.I also suggest establishing a relationship with a good monastery of monks who are living

the desert father and mother life in a developed way. Become an oblate. Our community has an

entire “domestic expression” of those who live in the secular world as laity, religious, and clergy.

Our community is nothing short of a phenomenon of the Holy Spirit! There is nothing like it

anywhere else in the United States. We are an integration of charismatic and contemplative,

spontaneous and liturgical, solitary and communal ministry that makes our gatherings much

like a Steubenville conference in enthusiasm and gifts of the Spirit, but with a community base

of loving, committed relationships that makes it utterly unique in the USA. I invite you to join us!

Our domestics live our monastic life in a way adapted to their own life in a family or parish

ministry. We require that our members ordinarily come to the monastery annually to spend

some time away from the secular world. This radically helps them to live in Christ in the secular

world in a healthy way.Last, establish a holy place of prayer in your home. It could be a prayer

corner or room. Place a crucifix, a few holy icons, and candles there. Don’t do anything there

other than prayer. If it’s a corner of your living room or bedroom, have a chair or cushion where

you can pray with God alone. This is your modern cell! Even monastics have similar cells within

their cells, set apart from the ordinary things of monastic living.Let me also share some

personal insights. For me, there have been two good kinds of solitude. The first is a respite

from the activities of daily life or even active ministry. This kind of solitude and silence is like a

filling station. We fill the gas tank of our spiritual lives so that we might continue on the journey

of active life and ministry. This is the solitude that most lay people and even monastics

experience.But there is a second kind of solitude that is more intense and is more akin to what

we find with the desert fathers and mothers. This kind of solitude is more absolute and



continual. I’ve personally experienced this only during my five-year period of greater reclusion

over a decade ago and now in an even more intense way as I enter into the last decades of my

life and semiretirement. It is this second kind of solitude of which the desert fathers tend to

speak.In this kind of solitude, any kind of activity that draws you out of the monastic cell is both

painful and counterproductive, even when there are good reasons for it. In this kind of solitude,

all your focus is on Eternity. In this kind of solitude, the Liturgy of the Hours becomes a

prolonged experience that takes up most of your day and the words of God in Scripture burn

within your soul. With nothing to do externally beyond maintaining the meager basics of life, we

focus almost entirely on Eternity. All else pales in contrast to that overwhelming reality. As soon

as we venture out to do ministerial work in a monastic community or in the greater church and

world, the same words become somehow more secondary to our souls. They burn, but not with

the greater intensity that is found in strict solitude.The first kind of solitude from the world is

with an eye to going out with greater spiritual fervor to minister to the world. The second kind of

solitude is more focused on the Eternal realities, the cosmos and the soul. It also ministers to

the world, but in a way that is more mystical, secret, and intensely powerful in the Spirit of

Jesus Christ. The desert teaches us about both kinds of good solitude.The world is good, but

we have done some bad things with it. And these patterns are sometimes so deeply ingrained

in our culture and our personal lives that a radical break is needed. That is what the desert

fathers and mothers did in their time. They fled the negative aspects of their world and felt they

could only achieve this by a radical break that included their location and environment. We

must often do the same.Questions1) Do you “flee the world” in the ways about which Jesus

taught?2) How is your Gospel use of possessions, relationships, and even your own self-

identity?3) Do you use available tools to establish and maintain times and places of solitude

and silence?4) Do you have a monastery or retreat center where you can go for these times?

5) Have you considered either joining a monastic community or associating with one that will

provide support in using the monastic gifts in your life?Chapter 2Jesus Christ“You must be in

deep love with our Lord Jesus Christ. Those who do not possess this will be like leaves that fall

from the tree and die.”— Abba John the Hermit, in Samaan El-Souriany,The Hermit FathersAs I

get older, I am rather amazed at the phenomenon of religion in America. I came from the Jesus

Movement, a charismatic movement of ex-hippies who found a completely new way to live

through Jesus. We were “Jesus people.” It was a predominately Protestant movement. After the

division I witnessed there and being drawn by patristics and the Franciscan and monastic

traditions, I became a Catholic Christian. What I saw in the Catholic Church was a stunning

and surprising dependence on Jesus. The Mass made no sense without him. At that time the

Franciscans and monastics I met were all about Jesus, Francis himself to the point of being

called an “alter christus,” another Christ. I was also involved in the Catholic charismatic

renewal, a modern extension of that encounter with Jesus with a special emphasis on the

power of the Holy Spirit. Those were powerful times. Jesus and expectation of renewal was in

the air we breathed. The power of the Holy Spirit was palpable.I liken it to riding a surfboard.

The power of a personal encounter with Jesus Christ was like a huge wave of the Holy Spirit.

All we had to do was get up on our surfboards and ride!In recent years the Catholic Church

has lost much of that emphasis and Spirit power, though it is still there theologically.

Conservatives often emphasize orthodoxy, apologetics, right ritual, and liturgical correctness.

Progressives often emphasize politics and bringing leftist agendas into the church. While both

have limited validity, both seem to miss the greater essence of the Catholic faith. Both seem to

miss a renewed encounter with the Jesus Christ of the Gospel in the power of the Holy Spirit.I

recently used an analogy with one of our community cell groups to describe this. When a rock



is thrown into a pond, there are ripples that flow out in concentric circles. The ripples are

beautiful. But we must go back to the rock to find the source of the circles. For us that Rock is

Jesus Christ. Jesus is the Rock that sends out the various ripples in the church and in the

world of orthodox theology, liturgy and sacraments, or any social or political action. If we miss

him, the rest is lifeless.I also recently did a ministry at a typical Catholic parish. In the narthex

was the usual stand with Catholic apologetic material. One of the most prominent and

numerous was called “The 2nd Greatest Name under Heaven.” I thought it was really nice to

have something about Mary there. But I casually looked around for something about “The 1st

Greatest Name under Heaven,” something about Jesus, and couldn’t find anything!

Unfortunately, this often is indicative of the spiritual emphasis of far too many Catholics

nowadays. While the Eucharist really makes sense only when focused squarely on Jesus, the

actual experience of many Catholics today is far more about the secondary things of devotion

to saints, right rubrics and liturgy, or political correctness than Jesus, who is primary to any

authentic Catholic Christianity.Even with my Holy Land pilgrimages, I often find Catholics far

more enthusiastic about going to Rome or a Marian shrine than going to walk where Jesus

actually walked. Yes, some are concerned about safety in the Holy Land, but this is mostly

unfounded in fact. It is a typical excuse for not going. This speaks through the pilgrims’ feet

what is most important in their heart about their faith. Perhaps Jesus really isn’t that important

to some Catholics in terms of a real, personal encounter? Their religion remains stuck in the

secondary things of Christ. Is it any wonder we struggle to retain members in our increasingly

secular and godless world? Folks are hungry for the real thing, for authenticity, and they sense

a fraud when they see it.The desert fathers and mothers stand in stark contrast to any such

deviations.The Christian monk begins and ends his way of life in Jesus Christ. It is through

Christ that we are forgiven past sins and empowered to live the Christian and monastic life to

some degree of perfection. For the Christian monastic, Jesus Christ is the Monk of monks, the

Mystic of mystics, and the Teacher of teachers.For Christian monasticism, Jesus Christ

remains the primary inspiration and focus of all we are about. Scripture was the primary written

rule for the early monks. The Holy Spirit was the inner power that inspired the monks. They

were often called “Spirit-bearers.” For our community, it is only in Christ that monasticism

reaches its fullest potential. I would argue that this is also true for all forms of

monasticism.Christian MonksJesus is the sole possession of the Christian monastic.One of the

desert fathers used to say that we should possess nothing besides Christ and that we should

not esteem anything of value—our possessions or family or even our own selves— except the

love of Christ. 1Jesus gave his power to the apostles and their successors. This is called

apostolic succession. He also gave it to saints among the clergy, laity, and monastics. I call this

the succession of the saints. It was through the power of his name that they worked miracles,

cast out devils, and healed the sick. This was also seen in countless lives of the desert fathers

and mothers. St. Antony and many other fathers and mothers worked many miracles in the

name of Jesus Christ. But they never presumed that this was their own power! They performed

miracles and healings, not by their own power, but in the name of Jesus Christ, and by his

power alone.It is said that St. Antony did not perform healings by his own power after the

manner of a master, but only with prayer and the mention of the Name of Christ, so that it

might be clear to everyone that he didn’t do these things, but that God did them by his

hands.2Spiritual WarfareSt. Antony of the Desert is the first desert father where we see a

developed theme of spiritual warfare that includes the inner workings of human psychology

and an understanding of the work of demons. The name and cross of Jesus Christ remained

the primary means of combating attacks from within and without, from thoughts and demons.



The desert fathers and mothers were no strangers to the devil’s tactics, and they knew how to

use the name of Jesus Christ to combat the onslaughts of the enemy. They discovered that the

demons could not withstand either the name of Jesus or the sign of the cross. These demons

appeared to them as thoughts, lusts, or tempting movements of the flesh, and in visible forms

as terrifying figures or even as deceiving monks or saints. They learned to use the sign of the

cross and the name of Jesus Christ to test the spirits that often came to them as angels of

light.There appeared to Antony an evil spirit that was exceedingly haughty and insolent in

appearance. Antony blew a puff of wind at him and rebuked him in the Name of Christ, and the

spirit vanished and his words came to an end.3Sometimes the demons were destroyed by the

humility of the father or mother. This is similar to the story of St. Francis, in which the devil

came and accused Francis of his sins and was ready to take him to hell. Francis humbly

admitted his sin, said he was only worthy of hell, but that the devil could do only what Jesus

allowed him to do, because Francis had given his life completely to Jesus. At that the devil

couldn’t withstand either the humility of the saint or the powerful name of Jesus and departed

in frustration.Satan similarly attacked Antony. Antony told him that if he had received power

over him from Jesus, then he shouldn’t delay, but should do whatever he was supposed to do.

But Satan could do only what Jesus let him do. At that Satan was driven away from him “like a

sparrow before a hawk, for I am a servant of Jesus the Conqueror.”4A similar story recounts

that as Satan was departing in haste from the name of Jesus and was running along terrified,

he fell down and actually burst asunder.5 This power over demons wasn’t merely the power of

the saint’s holiness. It was the power of Jesus alone.Abbess Sarah was fiercely attacked by the

demon of lust for thirteen years. She never prayed that the battle should stop, but simply

prayed, “Lord, grant me strength.” She learned to learn from the struggle. She learned to trust

only in Jesus.The same demon of lust was once attacking her terribly, but she stayed faithful.

The spirit in bodily form said she had beaten it. She replied, “It is not I who beat you, but my

Lord the Christ.”6But a caution is in order here. We shouldn’t think that the mere pronunciation

of the name of Jesus has power. The name of Jesus isn’t a magical incantation. The actual

name of Jesus is pronounced differently in different cultures and languages. The name has

content. It is the very person of Jesus who has the power. It is his life, his death on a cross, and

his resurrection from the dead. It is his ascension to prepare our place in Eternity and the gift of

the Holy Spirit to empower us on our sojourn on this earth until we also rise to heaven. It isn’t

about incantation, but incarnation!It also has to do with the authenticity of the disciple’s life in

Christ. We remember the Jewish exorcists who were not really disciples of Jesus but tried to

use the name of Jesus to exorcise a demon: ”The evil spirit said to them in reply, ‘Jesus I

recognize, Paul I know, but who are you?’ The person with the evil spirit then sprang at them

and subdued them all. He so overpowered them that they fled naked and wounded from that

house” (Acts 19:15-16).PhilosophyThe use of the name of Jesus didn’t apply only to the

onslaughts of demons, but also to the attacks of pagan, or secular, philosophers. Again, the

content of the name and person of Jesus was what enabled Antony to win arguments even

against great philosophers.Greek philosophers approached Antony and asked questions about

his Christian faith to confound him. Specifically, they tried to call into question the Christian

teachings about Jesus and his cross. Antony let them talk for a while. But when they started

scoffing at Jesus, he felt pain in his heart and responded.7 After this St. Athanasius presented

St. Antony with a theological understanding of the Trinity and the incarnation that was just as

elegant as that of any theologian of his time. His words flowed in the power of the Spirit. He

ended his discourse by saying, “If you possess this also, you have no need of much

discussion, for the deed itself will convince you that it is not by words, but by powerful works,



that our doctrine increases and gives the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ.”8We are reminded of

the promise of Jesus in such circumstances (Matt 10:19-20): No matter how simple we might

be, if we are living a holy and authentic life as disciples of Jesus, the Holy Spirit will give us the

words we need to accomplish what God desires for us at the time. We have nothing to worry

about.DividersAntony and the other fathers and mothers were also cautious regarding

interaction with those who caused division in the community, or heretics. St. Paul told Titus,

“After a first and second warning, break off contact with a heretic” (Titus 3:10). The word

heretic is from the Greek hairetikos and simply means one who causes division or

schism.Then, as now, there are those who stubbornly hold to their own views in the face of

correction by the church and end up causing division among the people of God. The desert

fathers and mothers exhort us to be free from all interaction with those who divide the churches

and to follow and understand the true doctrine of our apostolic church fathers and the

preaching of the truth of our Lord Jesus Christ, which they received from the Scriptures.9Yet

regardless of their self-imposed exile and their being “done” with the culture in which they lived,

the desert fathers and mothers remained orthodox Catholic Christians. And they felt love in

their hearts for everyone, friend or foe.False ChristsThey were aware that, as St. Paul said,

“even Satan masquerades as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14). In some more extreme desert

stories they can even come as Jesus. But they aren’t Jesus, and they are lacking in the

qualities of the Jesus of the gospels.The demons, wanting to seduce an old man, asked if he

would like to see Christ? The old monk said, “If anyone says to you, ‘Lo, here is Christ, or Lo,

there, do not believe him.’” And they vanished at the words.10The CrossIt was not only the

name of Jesus that vanquished devils, but also the sign of his cross. There are many stories

that tell of desert fathers and mothers vanquishing the demons through the sign of the cross.

Why? Because it was there that the love of God for all and each of us was manifested fully

through pouring out his blood in death so that we might live in him.Jesus overcame Satan. The

devils fear and tremble at the sign of the cross, but also at the existence of the monks in the

wilderness and their way of life that they live for Christ’s sake.11It is through the cross that our

old selves die with Christ, so that we might be born again and rise up daily as a new creation in

Christ. The desert fathers interpreted this to mean thinking of him constantly, so that every

word and action of our lives can be conformed to his image and likeness by the way we think,

speak, and live. 12There is nothing automatic, mechanical, or magical about the use of the

name and cross of Jesus Christ. It has substance in the real, incarnate life of Christ and our

genuine following of Christ as committed disciples.Questions1) Do you see the uniqueness of

Jesus in leading people to God in Christian monasticism, or do all monastic expressions seem

pretty much different but equal roads up the same mountain for you?2) Do your external

disciplines help you in your personal encounter with Jesus?3) Do you see the power of the

name of Jesus in battling demonic thoughts and temptations?4) Is the use of his holy Name a

magical incantation for you, or does it have power based on the substance of who he is?

5) The previous question can be asked regarding the sign of the cross and holy water as

well.6) Does your devotion to Mary and the saints lead you deeper into a personal encounter

with Jesus Christ, or does it stand between you and a direct relationship with him?

__________1. E. A. W. Budge, ed. and trans., The Paradise or Garden of the Holy Fathers, 2

vols. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1907), 1:19.2. Budge, 1:68.3. Budge, 1:35.4. Budge, 1:44.5.

Budge, 1:44.6. Owen Chadwick, ed. and trans., Western Asceticism (Philadelphia: Westminster

Press, 1958), 62–63.7. Budge, 1:60.8. Budge, 1:65.9. Budge, 1:72.10. Chadwick, 171.11.

Budge, 2:299.12. Budge, 2:327.Chapter 3Holy Spirit“Truly, virginity by itself is nothing, nor

marriage, nor life as a monk, nor life in the world; for God seeks the love, and gives the Spirit to



everyone.”— Macarius, in E. A. W. Budge, The Paradise or Garden of the Holy FathersThe

greatest monks of the desert are called “Spirit-bearers.” We can be too!I recently had a security

guard at one of my ministry events ask sincerely, “I think I understand a relationship with the

Father and the Son, but please explain the Holy Spirit to me.” I was touched by his sincerity

and tried to respond from my experience.The Holy Spirit is difficult enough to understand,

much less to explain! Jesus said the Spirit is like the wind; we can hear its sound through the

trees, but we cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going (John 3:8). But the Spirit is

absolutely essential to our relationship with Jesus. In fact, we cannot really have a full

relationship with Jesus without the Holy Spirit.Jesus told his apostles to wait in Jerusalem until

they were clothed with the power from on high, the Holy Spirit, before they were to go out and

preach his gospel to the world (Luke 24:29; Acts 1:4).Think of it: They had accompanied him

for three years. They had heard him preach, seen him work miracles and stay true to his own

teaching to the point of death on a cross. They had even seen him raised up on the third day

and ascend into heaven to the right hand of God the Father. You’d think that would be

inspiration enough! But it wasn’t. They needed the gift of the Holy Spirit to give them the power,

the dynamite, to persevere in the struggles and triumphs that still lay ahead of them.It was not

long before the Holy Spirit fell upon the first disciples gathered in the Upper Room as tongues

of fire.The primary sign of the Christians in the Acts of the Apostles is the gift of the Holy Spirit

and manifestations of charismatic gifts like tongues and speaking the word of God boldly. It

was also living the love of Christ in a community of radical lifestyle change, fellowship, signs

and wonders, liturgy, and sharing one’s faith with the world (Acts 2; 4).How do we obtain

baptism of the Holy Spirit? You just ask (Luke 11:13)! While it is the Holy Spirit who inspires

anyone to call Jesus Christ the Lord (1 Cor 12:3), it is possible to believe in Jesus without the

full outpouring of the Spirit. This is evidenced in Paul’s address to the first believers baptized by

John the Baptist in Ephesus (Acts 19:2-6). We see it in the account of the believers baptized in

the name of Jesus in Samaria as well (Acts 8:14-25).I must admit that these believers remind

me of many Catholics today. We want to follow Jesus and be good Catholics. We are

conscientious about our faith. We attend Mass regularly and pray various good devotions. We

can even be scrupulous to a fault about liturgy, theology, or social justice. But many have no

clue about the real power of the Holy Spirit.HistoryCatholics are primarily a Eucharistic and

liturgical people. The same is true for any liturgical church. It’s what we rightly do when we

gather on Sunday, the Lord’s Day. But let’s be honest: real manifestations of the gifts of the

Spirit are rarely seen in our parishes or religious communities. How did we get like this?It goes

all the way back to the beginning, after the apostles. It is clear that the early patristic church

celebrated the Eucharist every Sunday, and there was a primitive and simple liturgy that

accompanied it. But why did they give up the more charismatic aspect of worship so soon?I

suppose it was a combination of, on one hand, individuals like the charismatic Montanus and

the Gnostic Valentinus who abused the gifts and placed themselves above the bishops, and,

on the other hand, the lack of gifted charismatic individuals who could lead local communities.

So the Christian community settled for something that was stable and orthodox, in a more

liturgical and sacramental expression. We maintained orthodoxy but lost something of the

charismatic fire of the earlier church.Potentially we can integrate the charismatic and the

liturgical in worship. The sacraments symbolize and effect grace, and there are times for

spontaneity in the liturgy. But let’s be honest. This rarely happens in our liturgical services

today. From our ancient past, the desert fathers and mothers help show us how to do it in our

own day.The DesertThe desert fathers and mothers continued that authentic, Spirit-filled

tradition. The flowering of the first monastic movement was not unlike the spread of the



charismatic renewal in the 1960s. Beginning in more informal small groups of friends and

families who wished to live the ascetic life, it soon took deeper root in Egypt, Palestine, and

Syria, in local communities that numbered into the hundreds and thousands, and spread

throughout Christendom. It was a movement that was unstoppable, because it was a

movement of the Holy Spirit.Except for one story of Pachomius miraculously learning to speak

many languages,1 we won’t find any stories of charismatic tongues. But there is ample

evidence of holy fathers being rapt in the Spirit and of many miracles of healing, words of

knowledge, and prophecies unfolding. There can be no doubt that the desert fathers and

mothers were the authentic charismatics of their time.One account describes a monk rapt in

the Spirit and seeming drunk, like at Pentecost.2 The desert fathers and mothers lifted their

hands when they prayed. Humorously, one brother had to lower his hands quickly at the end of

his prayer with his brothers, lest he remain in rapture, and began praying the entire 150 psalms

again!3The Holy Spirit is often described as a fire (Matt 3:11; Acts 2:3). Abba Joseph says to

Abba Lot: “If you will it, you can become all flame!”4 And there’s another story of a brother who

went to the cell of Abba Arsenius and found him solid flame from head to foot.5 The desert

fathers and mothers were men and women on fire in the Holy Spirit. This fire of the Spirit takes

our union with God to such a deep level that it is beyond what we can think with objective

thoughts or say with objective words (see Rom 8:26).The greatest desert fathers and mothers

and the monastic saints of the Christian East are not only called “Spirit-

bearers” (pneumatophoroi) but also “cross-bearers” (staurophoroi).6 The fruit of the Spirit is

connected to the cross of Jesus (Gal 5:22-15).ThoughtsThe work of the Holy Spirit is related to

the thoughts of the desert monks. For them, the words of the Psalter came to life through the

Spirit, unlike for the theologians and masters of the theology who knew only the externals of

the words.7 So, they understood the deeper meaning of the words as spiritual thought. This will

be developed later in this book.The CellThis life in the Spirit usually takes place in a special

way in the cell, where heaven comes to earth. But simply having a cell isn’t a guarantee of the

gift of the Holy Spirit. One must live in the cell rightly. Those who live there with bad attitudes

are worse than those who live in the world righteously. And those who live there briefly but

rightly gain all the benefits of the Spirit. 8We all encounter temptations in the cell. But they

come and go if we simply come back to worship of God. The fathers call temptations “storms,”

the passions “waves,” and the devils “thieve/s.” Our “parents” are the Father, the Son, and the

Holy Spirit, One God, in whose image and likeness we are made.9Monastic LifestyleThis

personal encounter with the Holy Spirit was lived out in every aspect of the monastic life. They

were constantly turning Scriptures on their lips and in their mind. They prayed without ceasing.

This radically changes the way a person thinks, speaks, and acts, changing it all for the better!

So the desert began to burst forth with the buds of the Spirit and flower with the fruit of the

Spirit.Abba John used to say the fruit of the Spirit manifested various gifts in each of the

fathers and mothers as God saw fit and made each individual a special gift from God. There

were many rules and ways to live the monastic life. So there is unity in calling but diversity in

how that calling is actually lived.10The fathers recognized the Spirit working in one another.

Abba Antony said Abba Pambo feared God so greatly that the Spirit of God always dwelled in

him.11 Simple and straightforward, but challenging! I wonder, do we really stand in awe of God

as deeply, or in appreciation of the Spirit working in those around us?Test the SpiritThey also

tested the word of the Spirit in one another.Some of the brothers once came to test Abba John

the Short, who always had his mind on God. They tested him by talking about the weather and

how it would affect their crops. But Abba John didn’t fall for it! He answered by spiritualizing

and supernaturalizing rain and crops, offering an analogy to life in the Spirit.12I must admit that



I often grow weary of the superficial talk of the monastics of my own community. We are quick

to talk about the weather or our work or, God forgive us, politics! But we are not so quick to talk

about the things of the Spirit when we meet outside of prayer, a formal conference, or a

spiritual talk. I’ve talked to monastics in other communities who dread community meals

because of political agendas that are foisted on all those gathered to eat. They slowly begin to

avoid both formal or informal community meals and social time altogether. They say that they

just can’t endure it. It is no wonder that monasticism is dying in many monasteries in America!
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