
Introduction

In making this journey, we are following in the steps of many people of 
faith, Moses, many of the prophets, John the Baptist. And Jesus, whose 
40 days in the desert are marked in the 40 days of Lent. And many 

people in the early centuries of the Church, for whom the desert became a 
kind of crucible of spiritual growth, and great monasteries and 
communities of faith were formed there.

These pilgrims were unusual because they chose to stay in the desert. For 
most of us, it is not a place to remain, but it is one we visit. We might be 
driven there by experiences or circumstances, finding ourselves in a dry 
and difficult place which is not of our choosing. But sometimes we do 
choose it, because as well as being a challenging place, it is also a place of 
encounter and transformation.

This retreat draws on the wisdom of the men and women who sought the 
spirituality of the desert in these early times and asks how their insights 
still speak to us today. We might discover, as they often did, that what you 
learn in the desert is not what you expect…
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A Little Light Reading

This retreat owes much to the following writers who have spent time with the 
Desert Fathers and Mothers before us. If you would like to go deeper with this 
subject, I commend them to you:

The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers, trans Sr Benedicta Ward, SLG Press

Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003

Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, Hollis & Carter, 1961

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity: A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy, 
Crowded and Complicated World Liturgical Press, 2007

Sara Maitland, A Book of Silence, Granta, 2008.

A Note on the Text
Small differences may occur between the written text and audio versions of the 
reflections. These are minor and do not affect the wider meaning of the text. I 
try, as far as it is possible, to describe God in a way which is ungendered.
Original writing is ©Susan Mansfield, sources are acknowledged for all other 
materials. Bible quotations (unless otherwise stated) are from the NIV UK 
translation on www.biblegateway.com

Thank you for ordering this retreat and may you be blessed on your journey. 
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PART ONE TRANSCRIPT

Silence

Nearly 20 years ago, I was given the chance to sit inside an artwork 
made by Bruce Gilchrist and Jo Joelson. It looked a bit like a black 
cubicle, a bit like a tractor cab with a seat inside, and the point about it 

was the noise. What the artists had done was to simulate the noise of the world 
around us, noises which we normally filter out, traffic, voices, central heating 
systems — all with the volume turned up. They described it as being, perhaps, 
the way some people with autism experience the world — at best, 
uncomfortable, at worst, overwhelming.

While most of us do a good job of filtering out the noise around us, silence is 
rare, and we have to seek it out. But if we do, there can be rewards of many 
kinds. Even if silence has long been a part of our prayer practice, it’s worth 
reminding ourselves why it’s worth pursuing. These words are from Sister 
Jeremy Hall, a Benedictine who lived as a hermit for many years, and has 
written on the spirituality of the desert. This is her answer to the question: 
what, then, is real silence?

“It is a positive receptivity, a creative waiting, a welcoming openness. It is 
openness to God, to our deepest selves, to others, both as individual 
persons and as the human community, to beauty and truth and goodness, to 
mystery - and to the word of Scripture that reveals God, and to the Word 
who is God’s Son… If we are to hear, truly and deeply, we must be silent 
enough to really listen.”

Silence, Solitude, Simplicity by Sr Jeremy Hall, Liturgical Press, 2007

Even as I write this, I’m not unaware of the irony. We write — and speak — a 
lot of words about silence, when perhaps we should experience it instead, and 
I’m sure Sr Jeremy would agree. So my invitation now is to come into a time of 
quietness and stillness. And remember, you can pause the recording at any 
time if you need a little more silence.
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Be still and know that I am God. Eight simple words, but often a difficult 
thing to do. Can I hear it, today, as an invitation? Can I pause and let my 
body be still? Rest my feet on the floor, my hands in my lap, and simply 

breathe. Become aware of the breath, drawn into the body and breathed out, 
the physicality of my presence in this room, in this chair.

Be still and know that I am God.

So I remain, and I listen my own breathing. The rhythm of life in me. I might 
not feel at my best today. I might not feel strong, or wise, or even particularly 
spiritual. But what I bring today is my presence. I am here, I am breathing, I am 
present to myself, present to my hopes at the beginning of this journey.

Be still and know that I am God.

As I breathe a little more deeply, I let my body sink a little deeper into stillness. 
I don’t have to do anything right now, I can let go of the pressure to be doing. I 
am simply being - being still, being myself, being present to myself and present 
to god. Present to the possibility of encounter, discovery, surprise.

Be still and know that I am God.

* * * * * * * * * * *

I’m going to read from Sara Maitland’s A Book of Silence, from her experience 
of going on retreat in the Sinai desert in Egypt. She describes her journey to 
the desert, and we might let that be our journey, from a place of busyness 

and noise into a place of silence and mystery. As you listen to this, notice what 
you’re feeling. Notice what draws you in, what makes you want to draw back. 
And notice if anything resonates with your longings at this time.

The flight was late, too late for us to proceed to the proposed campsite for 
the first night. There was a din of meeting too many new people in the dark 
and not knowing quite who anyone was; a restless night, a hectic dawn 
reorganisation; a long drive in a crammed jeep over bumpy roads.

And then we were in the desert.
The jeep engine was turned off and we transferred to camels. Once I 

got used to it, I found the gait of my camel oddly soporific, slightly like 
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being in a small boat on a calm sea, a steady rocking sensation. A camel 
does not need much steering or much attention at all, really, very different 
from a horse. It was hot and I rocked there under the bright sun. The sky 
was white, too dazzling to look at, and gradually the silence of the desert 
took hold and overwhelmed me. I sat on the camel swaying passively with 
it, losing any sense of time and distance…

This part of Sinai had a harsh, even cruel, beauty, ‘a dry weary land 
without water’… Here for a week I sat each day perched up on the 
escarpment, in a cleft in a rock, almost a cave, for protection from the sun, 
looking out over the desert camp, and thinking about silence and prayer. 
Below me was a long view of the flat desert floor, and the sharp cliffs of rock 
seemed to rise directly from the sand and ascend vertically. Above me was 
the blue sky. Once, late in the morning, I saw a single bedu, in long dark 
clothes and a black head covering, appear at the furthest limits of my view, 
probably over three miles away… He had the quality of a dream and may 
indeed have been one. Once I saw some type of crow floating effortlessly 
over the camp, watching sharply; very occasionally there were tiny birds, 
swift and eager as swallows, which flew with sudden grace through the 
broken rocks. Apart from that there was nothing; a huge hot nothing. It was 
the deepest silence I have ever known. There was nothing to hear…

The last night I was in Sinai I kept an all-night vigil, just sitting and 
watching and listening to the silence…

It was absolutely still, absolutely silent. The desert night was not very 
dark and the sky was deep - the stars did actually ‘twinkle’, and I had a 
sense of their distance - some are nearer, seem nearer, as well as larger and 
brighter. The sky was not a black ceiling, but an infinite recession… Yet 
underneath my hand when I reached out from the sleeping bag, the sand 
was made of tiny grains, very cool and clean, fine-textured, soft against my 
fingers. It was probably the most profound silence I had ever engaged with. 
It was this intensity of silence that I had come to listen to; this was the 
silence that the desert hermits sought here in this desert, while they 
engaged in their enormous courageous battle against ‘the world, the flesh 
and the devil’ and their own noisy selves.

Through that desert night I conceived a vast, lovely and awestruck 
sense of God…

From A Book of Silence, by Sara Maitland, Granta, 2008
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In that passage, Sara Maitland actually quotes a line which comes from 
Psalm 63, written by someone who would have been familiar with the kind 
of desert landscape she is describing. I’m going to read part of that Psalm 

now, and I invite you to notice what is standing out to you, perhaps just a word 
or a phrase. What shimmers? What resonates with me today?

Psalm 63:1-8
You, God, are my God, 
    earnestly I seek you; 
I thirst for you, 
    my whole being longs for you, 
in a dry and parched land 
    where there is no water.

I have seen you in the sanctuary 
    and beheld your power and your glory.
Because your love is better than life, 
    my lips will glorify you.
I will praise you as long as I live, 
    and in your name I will lift up my hands.
I will be fully satisfied as with the richest of foods; 
    with singing lips my mouth will praise you.

On my bed I remember you; 
    I think of you through the watches of the night.
Because you are my help, 
    I sing in the shadow of your wings.
I cling to you; 
    your right hand upholds me.

You might like to read it again and listen for anything that feels like an 
invitation, anything that speaks to a longing in your heart. And take these 
things into prayer — what am I being invited to look at? How might I respond? 
Feel free to stay with this for as long as you want to, and pause the recording if 
you need a bit more time.

And to conclude, I will read ‘Kneeling’, by R S Thomas, which seems to me to 
speak to so many of these things. And may you be blessed in this journey.
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Moments of great calm,
Kneeling before an altar
Of wood in a stone church
In summer, waiting for the God   
To speak; the air a staircase   
For silence; the sun’s light   
Ringing me, as though I acted   
A great role. And the audiences   
Still; all that close throng
Of spirits waiting, as I,
For the message.
                         Prompt me, God;
But not yet. When I speak,   
Though it be you who speak   
Through me, something is lost.   
The meaning is in the waiting.

R. S. Thomas
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FURTHER MATERIAL ON SILENCE

What silence is not

We need to be clear what silence is not. In the first place, silence is not just an 
absence of speech or sound or noise, any more than peace is merely an absence 
of conflict. Silence has its own being, its own reality, its own richness, its own 
presence, and its own nurturing power. True silence is an affirmation, not a 
negation, and is the precondition of true reverence for speech. Just as there is ‘a 
time to speak,’ there is also ‘a time to be silent’.

Second, true silence is not to be confused with its counterfeits, its deformations. 
Most have known at some time or other the destructive silence of someone’s 
bitter refusal to communicate — the so-called ‘silent treatment’. Further, we 
have known, by either observation or experience, the silence that simply cuts 
another off in disdain, rejection. And we have experienced silence that is 
merely empty, nervous, useless.

Third, silence is not an end in itself. Exterior silence is for interior quiet, and 
both aspects of silence are for the word…

What, then, is true silence? It is a positive receptivity, a creative waiting, a 
welcoming openness. It is openness to God, to our deepest selves, to others, 
both as individual persons and as the human community, to beauty and truth 
and goodness, to mystery — and to the word of Scripture that reveals God, and 
to the Word who is God’s Son… If we are to hear, truly and deeply, we must be 
silent enough to really listen.” …

Silence is for loving receptivity and response to all the ways God chooses to  be 
manifest to us. But silence is also a loving attentiveness and receptivity to our 
own true selves. It takes quiet and silence to know one’s own depths, to open 
the successive doors to the very centre of our being, to our ‘heart’, in biblical 
language. It may be a long journey, and it may take us years to get there, but 
isn’t that what life is given to us for — to get to the Promised Land? And quiet 
and silence are our guides.

From Silence, Solitude, Simplicity: A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy,
Crowded and Complicated World by Sr Jeremy Hall, Liturgical Press
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Finding Quiet Moments

One of the things I discovered at this point was that there were bits and pieces 
of silence woven into the fabric of each day and I began to try to keep an eye 
out for them and move into them as swiftly and quietly as possible. Some of 
these moments I had to create for myself — unplug the phone, maintain a 
pattern of meditation, walk where or when there are least likely to be other 
people, say ‘no’ even to delightful invitations to work or social events — but 
some were just there, waiting for me as it were.

Dawn became one of those occasions… I became attentive to those early 
mornings, which came so gradually. The stars would fade and the black sky 
turn indigo. The distance emerged, colourless out of the darkness. The sky 
would change colour: indigo, grey, cream. The view opened out and away 
mysteriously. The horizon line like a shadow separated the sky from the moor. 
The sky would go on changing: grey, cream, peach. Although the sun rose to 
my left in the east, because of the conformation of the hills, the sight of it was to 
my right; the western hills would catch fire first, the sunshine falling on them 
in a splash of brightness.

From A Book of Silence, by Sara Maitland, Granta, 2008.
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Two Further Thoughts on Silence

“This is not about any kind of despairing silence, being silent because there is 
nothing to say or know or because you’re always going to be misunderstood. It 
is more of an expectant quiet, the quiet before dawn, when we don’t want to 
say anything too quickly for fear of spoiling what’s uncovered for us as the 
light comes.”

“Silence somehow reaches to the root of our human problem, it seems… Our 
words help to strengthen the illusions with which we surround, protect and 
comfort ourselves; without silence, we shan’t get any closer to knowing who 
we are before God.”

From Silence and Honey Cakes, by Rowan Williams, Lion, 2003
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PART TWO TRANSCRIPT

Solitude

In the last reflection, we looked at silence, and now we’re turning to 
something which is quite closely related, solitude. And I must say at the 
outset that solitude is not the end of the story when it comes to the desert. 

Actually, in reading about the Desert Fathers and Mothers, I was surprised how 
much of it is about community, and we’ll come on to that later on. But solitude 
is an important aspect of the desert experience. People went to the desert in 
search of space, they were making a choice to leave the society they lived in, 
and they went to be alone.

Just as we might have very different feelings about being silent, we might also 
have quite strong feelings about solitude. Of course, some of us are energised 
by being alone, but for those who draw energy from company, solitude might 
seem very difficult. There might be times in life when we crave a bit of alone 
time, and other times in life when we have more of it than we really want. And 
none of this is to say that isolation, or loneliness, is a good thing, because it 
isn’t. But this reflection is really about noticing — are there gifts which come 
from solitude? What did it enable for the people who went to the desert in the 
fourth and fifth centuries, and what does it enable fo us?

I’m going to offer three short thoughts as we begin — we might imagine these 
laid on a table beside us where we sit.

This is Jesus speaking in Matthew 6:
“When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, 
who is unseen.”

This is Abba Moses, one of the Desert Fathers:
“Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”

And this is Sister Jeremy Hall, the Benedictine hermit:
“The person who embraces true solitude… is making room within, is 
preparing to welcome someone - God, others, self.”
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I invite you now to take some time to be still. To be conscious of your 
physical being, where you are sitting, how you are feeling. To notice, 
perhaps, any sounds on the edge of hearing, traffic outside, the central 

heating, someone moving in another room. And in noticing these, you might 
become more conscious of your own stillness. That you have chosen to set 
aside this time to be still. And perhaps there’s a welcoming of that, a settling 
into this moment.

In the stillness, you might become more aware of your breathing. You might 
notice how it feels when a breath is drawn into the body, or leaves the body - 
where you feel that, whether in your nose or mouth, or perhaps the movement 
of the chest or belly. Notice that quiet rhythm of breathing, without changing it. 
Then breathe a little more deeply, and see if the mind can follow the body into 
a place of being more settled, being more still.

And in that still place, just check in with yourself. How am I feeling today? Am 
I feeling glad to be here? Am I tired, or anxious, or distracted? And to know 
that however I’m feeling at the moment, that’s okay. I am welcome in this 
place. I am welcome as I am. In fact, it is only when I come as I am that I can 
encounter the one who waits here for me.

In this quiet, safe space, I might consider how I feel about being alone. 
Whether that is something I enjoy, or shrink away from. And if there are 
reasons why I find it difficult -—and maybe this is not the time to put those 

experiences under the microscope — but I notice them, acknowledge them, 
respect them.

We might also ask, what are the benefits of solitude? Are there pressures or 
expectations which others put onto us which start to fade when we are alone? 
Are there ways in which it is a freedom?

And as we think what we might be free FROM, we might also think about 
what we’re free FOR. What is the invitation, the opportunity? If, as Sister 
Jeremy Hall says, it is about making room, who are we making room for: God, 
others, ourselves?
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I feel like this might be the moment where we look at what Jesus might have 
experienced in the desert.

In Matthew’s Gospel, we are told: 
“As soon as Jesus was baptised, he went up out of the water. At that 
moment, heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like 
a dove and alighting on him. And a voice said, ‘This is my Son, whom I 
love, with him I am well pleased.’ Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the 
wilderness to be tempted [or tested] by the devil. After fasting for forty days 
and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, ‘If you 
are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread’…” (Matt 3:13-4:3)

The three temptations are most of what we have about Jesus’ time in the desert. 
We know he went there immediately after his baptism, after that incredible 
moment of anointing when the dove came down from heaven. We know he 
was led there by the Spirit, he was there for forty days and nights, he fasts, and 
was tempted, or tested. 

The Bible doesn’t tell us anything more, perhaps because Jesus was alone, so 
there were no disciples to report on what happened. But perhaps the tempting 
and testing was not the whole story. We know that when he returned from the 
desert, he was ready to begin his public ministry. It was as if all his energy and 
drive had been unleashed. When he went into the desert, he was the 
carpenter’s son from Nazareth, when he came out he was ready for something 
much bigger.

And we know that he went back to the desert, the wilderness, the lonely places 
— the terms are used almost interchangeably in the Gospels. And there are 
many reference to him going out to solitary places, sometimes at night or very 
early in the morning. We know he stayed for a long time, and he went to pray.

Maybe the absence of detail about those forty days and forty nights actually 
creates a space for imagination. What might we learn by picturing Jesus in the 
desert? Take a few minutes to think about that landscape - the Sinai desert, as 
Sara Maitland described it in the last reflection - dry, rocky and mountainous, a 
harsh, even cruel, beauty. Take time to notice the sounds, smells, the heat. Can 
you see Jesus in that landscape? Perhaps he is far away, blurry and indistinct. 
Draw closer — the picture will become clearer in time.
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Draw closer. Spend time watching him. Notice movements, words, facial 
expressions. Notice what is happening in you as you watch, what are you 
feeling? What do you learn by watching Jesus? Does Jesus notice you, look in 
your direction? Does he say anything to you? What do you want to say to him?

I would encourage you to spend as long as you want to on this reflection, 
pausing the recording to take all the time you need. It might be that nothing 
happens for a time, which might be the slow, unhurried passing of desert time. 
Stay with it until it feels complete, and you have any conversation you want to 
have. You might want to just pause here and come back to the rest of the 
reflection later.

In this final section, I’m going to return to that earlier question: what does 
solitude enable? This poem is a shift of landscape, of weather, because it 
isn’t the desert, but it is another way of looking at this subject: striking out 

on one’s own, leaving behind the people who want you to fix things for them, 
and walking towards something new. And if this is resonating with you, you 
might like to spend some time with it.

The Journey - by Mary Oliver

One day you finally knew
what you had to do, and began,
though the voices around you
kept shouting
their bad advice—
though the whole house
began to tremble
and you felt the old tug
at your ankles.
"Mend my life!"
each voice cried.
But you didn't stop.
You knew what you had to do,
though the wind pried
with its stiff fingers
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at the very foundations,
though their melancholy
was terrible.
It was already late
enough, and a wild night,
and the road full of fallen
branches and stones.
But little by little,
as you left their voices behind,
the stars began to burn
through the sheets of clouds,
and there was a new voice
which you slowly
recognized as your own,
that kept you company
as you strode deeper and deeper
into the world,
determined to do
the only thing you could do—
determined to save
the only life you could save.
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FURTHER MATERIAL ON SOLITUDE

“When you pray, go into your room,
close the door

and pray to your Father, who is unseen.”
Matthew 6:6

“Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”
Abba Moses, one of the Desert Fathers

“The person who embraces true solitude… is making room within,
is preparing to welcome someone - God, others, self.”

Sister Jeremy Hall

Mark 1:35
“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house 
and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”

Luke 5:15-16
“The news about him spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to 
hear him and to be healed of their illnesses. But Jesus often withdrew to lonely 
places and prayed.”
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• Take time to imagine the desert places Jesus walked in — the 
landscape, sights, sounds, smells.

• Can you see him walking or sitting there? Can you draw near to him?
• What do you learn from watching him, his facial expressions, 

movements, any words?
• Does he look towards you, speak to you? What would you like to say 

to him?
• Give the imagination space to lead you in this exercise and stay with it 

for as long as you want to.



What solitude is not

As with silence, it is necessary to say what solitude is not. In the first place, 
solitude is not antisocial. The person who embraces true solitude, either at 
certain times or as a way of life, is not running away from, not rejecting, 
anyone. Rather, such a person is making room within, is preparing to welcome 
someone — God, others, self. It is a positive choice, appropriate to a social 
being, and it is a positive goal.

Nor is true solitude isolationist, seeking to cut off relationships and influences 
of others, insulating oneself from the human condition of other human beings. 
Rather, as a multitude of examples can demonstrate, genuine solitude leads one 
into compassion on a deeper level.

Further, genuine solitude is not mere privacy, an elimination of intrusions so I 
can do my own thing… And true solitude is not individualistic, egocentric, 
seeking to assert one’s own self over against others, claiming any sort of 
superiority. It is not about expanding the ego but about losing it in the deeper 
self, the true self, and thus, again, nurturing the capacity for communion with 
others…

God uses solitude to hollow out the heart and fill it with himself — and God is 
love.

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.

The crucible of transformation

Solitude is the furnace of transformation… Jesus himself entered into this 
furnace. There he was tempted with the three compulsions of the world: to be 
relevant (‘turn stones into loaves’), to be spectacular (‘throw yourself down’), 
and to be powerful (‘I will give you all these kingdoms’). There he affirmed 
God as the only source of his identity. (‘You must worship the Lord your God 
and serve him alone.’) Solitude is the place of the great struggle and the great 
encounter — the struggle against the compulsion of the false self and the 
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encounter with the loving God who offers himself as the substance of the new 
self…

In solitude I get rid of my scaffolding: no friends to talk with, no telephone 
calls to make, no meetings to attend, no music to entertain, no books to distract, 
just me — naked, vulnerable, weak, sinful, deprived, broken — nothing. It is 
this nothingness that I have to face in solitude, a nothingness so dreadful that 
everything in me wants to run to my friends, my work, and my distractions so 
that I can forget my nothingness and make myself believe that I am worth 
something…

We have to fashion our own desert where we can withdraw every day, shake 
off our compulsions, and dwell in the gentle healing presence of our Lord.

Henri Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, Darton, Longman & Todd, 1989.

The Inside Room

“She sat down on the steps and laid her head on her knees. She went into the 
inside room. With her it was like there were two places — the inside room and 
the outside room. School and the family and the things that happened every 
day were in the outside room. Mr. Singer was in both rooms. Foreign countries 
and plans and music were in the inside room. The songs she thought about 
were there. And the symphony. When she was by herself in this inside room 
the music she had heard that night after the party would come back to her. This 
symphony grew slow like a big flower in her mind. During the day sometimes, 
or when she had just waked up in the morning, a new part of the symphony 
would suddenly come to her. Then she would have to go in to the inside room 
and listen to it many times and try to join it into the other parts of the 
symphony she remembered. The inside room was a very private place. She 
could be in the middle of a house full of people and still feel like she was 
locked up by herself.”

From The Heart is a Lonely Hunter by Carson McCullers
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What does solitude look like?

Danish painter Vilhelm Hammershoi was a master of still, quiet interiors, light 
streaming through windows and (occasionally) a person sitting. Perhaps the 
inner room of solitude looks a bit like this? Or maybe not. For some, the most 
helpful kind of solitude is experienced out in the landscape, surrounded by 
nature, from a challenging mountain hike to a bench in the park. Take time to 
think about what kind of solitude you are drawn to, what helps you get there, 
and what that alone-time enables in you.

IMAGES:  Vilhelm Hammershoi, ‘A Room in the Artist’s Home in Strandgade, Copenhagen, 
with the Artist’s Wife’; Photograph: Katen Emsley/Unsplash
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PART THREE TRANSCRIPT

True Self

In Silence and Honey Cakes, his book about the wisdom of the desert, former 
Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams tells a story about Abba Joseph, 
one of the Desert Fathers. When he was asked to join others in condemning 

a person in the community for his sins, Abba Joseph’s response was to say 
‘Who am I?’ Rowan Wiliams says this could be ‘Who am I to be judging?’ but 
equally could be ‘How can I pass judgment when I don’t know the full truth 
about myself?’

Coming to the truth about oneself seems to be one of the key tasks of those who 
went to spend time in the desert, what Thomas Merton describes as “a clear 
unobstructed vision of the true state of affairs”. But key to becoming our true 
selves is to look upon ourselves with balanced judgement. The desert tradition 
might have plenty of examples of harsh penances and extreme asceticism, but it 
also has a lot of examples of wise leaders urging disciples not to judge 
themselves too harshly. 

Rowan Williams says our attitude must be strenuous, but relaxed. Strenuous 
because we know our own failings, because sin is real and we need God’s 
mercy, relaxed because we know that mercy has already been extended to us. 
Strenuous because we should never stop taking that seriously, but relaxed 
because God’s love and healing and acceptance are constant and unfailing. We 
are invited to hold both these things in balance. And if we can do that, that will 
greatly impact how we see ourselves, and how we treat those around us.

I’d like to invite you to pause now, and move into a space of being still. Take 
time to be comfortable where you’re sitting, perhaps close your eyes, 
perhaps putting down anything you’re holding on to. Become aware of 

your embodied self, of any discomforts, any tension that your body is holding 
on to. Take time to stretch and release muscles that might be holding tension, 
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and to take a few deep breaths, drawing the air in to the bottom of the lungs, 
and exhale. And to say, here I am, a beating heart before God.

As I become still, I might find that I am more aware of the things I’m carrying, 
the things I’ve brought with me into this space from the various parts of my 
life. Perhaps it is possible to rest them here, for a while, to put them down, and 
breathe deeply, breathing in the stillness - and breathing out. Here I am, a 
beating heart before God.

As I arrive, I might feel happy to be here, I might be anxious, troubled, in a 
rush, wishing I was more prepared. I notice these feelings in myself, without 
condemning them. And I notice the welcome which is extended to me, 
however I am. That because of who I am in God, I am enough. So here I am, 
with my wishes and hopes and imperfections, a beating heart before God.

I’m going to read one of the stories which comes to us in the books of 
sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers. Often, they are conversations 
which take place between one of the wise men or women and a disciple, 

and there is a clarity and simplicity about them which seems to speak directly 
across the gap of many hundreds of years. I invite you to see if you find 
yourself anywhere in this story….

A brother fell when he was tempted, and in his distress he stopped 
practising his monastic rule. He really longed to take it up again, but his 
own misery prevented him. He would say to himself, ‘When shall I be able 
to be holy in the way I used to be before?’

He went to see one of the old men, and told him all about himself. And 
when the old man learned of his distress, he said: ‘There was a man who 
had a plot of land; but it got neglected and turned into waste ground, full of 
weeds and brambles. So he said to his son, “Go and weed the ground.” The 
son went off to weed it, saw all the brambles and despaired. He said to 
himself, “How long will it take before I have uprooted and reclaimed all 
that?” So he lay down and went to sleep for several days. His father came to 
see how he was getting on and found he had done nothing at all. “Why 
have you done nothing?” he said. The son replied, “Father, when I started to 
look at this and saw how many weeds and brambles there were, I was so 
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depressed that I could do nothing but lie down on the ground.” His father 
said, “Child, just go over the surface of the plot every day and you will 
make some progress.” So he did, and before long the whole plot was 
weeded. The same is true for you, brother; work just a little bit without 
getting discouraged, and God by his grace will re-establish you.”

From The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers,
trans Sr Benedicta Ward, SLG Press, 1986.

Are there things here which are recognisable to us?

Can we identify things which stifle our growth and make us tempted to give 
up our spiritual practice?

Are there things we want to fix in our lives which, like the weed-filled garden, 
feel like too big a task?

Do we recognise that tendency to remember a time in the past when it all 
seemed easier? — ‘When shall I be able to be holy in the way I used to be 
before?’

Or the despair of the young man faced with the immense task, who feels so 
crushed that he simply lies down and goes to sleep?

As I read the story again, listen for the old man telling the story - what does he 
want to communicate?

Notice the gentle urging towards gradual progress, not expecting too much, 
looking for encouraging signs, as we might say in 21st-century language, trying 
softer, rather than trying harder.

And ultimately, opening up the possibility that we don’t have to do it all, that 
this is a space in which God can work — ‘God by his grace will re-establish 
you’.

If the father in the story is an image of God, what is that God like? How might 
that God look at me?
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If you are finding this helpful, you might feel there are other things you want to 
reflect on following on from the story. And you will find more from Rowan 
Williams, Thomas Merton and others on the subject of the true self in the 
additional material.

I’m going to conclude with a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke. As is often the 
case with Rilke’s poems, this is very rich and heartfelt, and you might like 
to let these words wash over you, and notice anything that really stands 

out. But this poem is a response to God, and it might be an opportunity to 
think: what is my response at the end of this reflection? What is my longing, 
my desire? What do I want to say to God or to Jesus now?

I am praying again, Awesome One.

You hear me again, as words
from the depths of me
rush toward you in the wind.

I’ve been scattered in pieces,
torn by conflict,
mocked by laughter,
washed down in drink.

In alleyways I sweep myself up
out or garbage and broken glass.
With my half-mouth I stammer you,
who are eternal in your symmetry.
I lift to you my half-hands
in wordless beseeching, that I may find again
the eyes with which I once beheld you.

I am a house gutted by fire
where only the guilty sometimes sleep
before the punishment that devours them
hounds them out into the open.

I am a city by the sea
sinking into a toxic tide.
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I am strange to myself, as though someone unknown
had poisoned my mother as she carried me.

It’s here in all the pieces of my shame
that now I find myself again.
I yearn to belong to something, to be contained
in an all-embracing mind that sees me
as a single thing.
I yearn to be held
in the great hands of your heart—
oh let them take me now.
Into them I place these fragments, my life,
and you, God—spend them however you want.

Ich bete wieder, du Erlauchter by Rainer Maria Rilke
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FURTHER MATERIAL ON TRUE SELF

Strenuous, yet relaxed

We have to be strenuous yet relaxed. We, we might say, we know how to talk 
about being strenuous, how to portray Christian life as a struggle, a drama, in 
which we’re called to heroic achievement and endurance, and we know how to 
talk about being relaxed, relying on God’s mercy when we fail and not taking 
things too seriously. But it’s far from easy to see how we can hold the two 
together…

What is hard for us to grasp is that they [the Desert Fathers] know with utter 
seriousness the cost to them of their sin and selfishness and vanity, yet know 
that God will heal and accept. That they know the latter doesn’t in any way 
diminish the intensity with which they know the former; and their knowledge 
of the former is what gives them their almost shocking tenderness towards 
other sinners.

They are not, in their tears and penances, trying to make up their debt to God. 
They know as well as any Christian that this is paid once and for all by the 
mercy that arrives in advance of all our repentance. They simply want to be 
sure that this assurance of mercy does not make them deceive themselves 
about why mercy is needed… So the strenuousness is in the effort to keep 
before our eyes the truth of our condition; the relaxed-ness is in the knowledge 
of a mercy that cannot ever be exhausted.

Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes: The Wisdom of the Desert, Lion, 2003.

The True Self in Christ

“What the [Desert] Fathers sought most of all was their own true self, in Christ. 
And in order to do this, they had to reject the completely false, formal self, 
fabricated under social compulsion in ‘the world’.”

“A life of solitude and labour, poverty and fasting, charity and prayer which 
enabled the old superficial self to be purged away and permitted the gradual 
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emergence of the true, secret self in which the Believer and Christ were ‘one 
Spirit’…

“The proximate end of all this striving was ‘purity of heart’ — a clear 
unobstructed view of the true state of affairs, an intuitive grasp of one’s own 
inner reality as anchored, or rather lost, in God through Christ.”

“It seems to me that solitude rips off all the masks and all the disguises. It 
tolerates no lies… The need to be entirely defined by a relationship with and 
orientation to God my Father; that is to say, a life of sonship in which all that 
distracts from this relationship is seen as fatuous and absurd.”

Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, The Abbey of Gethsemani, 1960 and 
A Vow of Conversation: Journals 1964-1965, Farrar Straus Giroux, 1988

Father Dioscuros

William Dalrymple gives the following account of his stay with an Egyptian 
hermit in his 1997 book, From the Holy Mountain:

I asked him about his motives for becoming a monk and why he had left the 
comforts of Alexandria for the harsh climate of the desert.
‘Many people think we come to the desert to punish ourselves because it is hot 
and dry and difficult to live in,’ said Father Dioscuros. ‘But it’s not true. We 
come because we love it here.’
‘What is there to love about the desert?’
‘We love the peace, the silence… You can pray anywhere. After all, God is 
everywhere, so you can find him everywhere.’ He gestured to the darkening 
and dunes outside: ‘But in the desert, in the pure clean atmosphere, in the 
silence — there you can find yourself.’

Quoted in Sara Maitland, A Book of Silence, Granta, 2008.
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A Journey to the Centre

At the beginning of the journey I am preoccupied with myself at the most 
superficial level. I call it an ego trip in others and judge it there as terribly 
immature, shallow narcissism; but I don’t even realise when I am in that state 
myself. If I go a little farther into my own consciousness, I begin to recognise 
the ego self, the superficial self, and all its games and subterfuges. I am invited 
to face my self-centredness, the unworthy motivations and petty ambitions, the 
little meannesses, and all the rest of the trivial and sometimes nasty thoughts 
and reactions and schemes. When I am willing to open that door and take a 
good look, I recognise a kind of ‘slavery in Egypt’, a mindless succumbing to 
forces that are not truly myself, because I do not want to pay the price of 
freedom…

Opening this door is not a pleasant experience; the key is silence, and I’d rather 
throw it away. I want to avoid at almost any cost a real look at that stratum of 
my being. And hence I want distraction, excitement, noise, anything to catch 
and divert me from facing the threatening desert within.

But, thank God, that level is not really the depth of ourselves. If I am true to 
authentic silence, even in the desert of my ego, if I accept the pain and radical 
honesty about it and acknowledge my need, the silent God will open new 
depths. At first I may have only glimpses, but I come little by little—unless God 
chooses another timetable—to recognise my true self, that centre of my being 
where the three-personed God indwells me… where I am the image of the 
living, loving, creative God. I come more and more to want to live always at 
this heart of my being. Here I am quiet enough to hear the constant echoing of 
God’s word and God’s work, and to hear it deeply enough to let it shape me 
from inside out. This is not an ego trip, but a coming out of Egypt to glimpse 
the Promised Land; this is a flowering of the desert.”

Sister Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.
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Picturing the Self

Many artists make self-portraits, sometimes as an exercise in technical skill, 
often as a study in self-exploration. Sometimes, the self is portrayed with 
unflinching honesty, at other times, a portrait might explore a particular aspect 
or mood, perhaps keeping others hidden. In this self-portrait, by the Scottish 
artist Joyce Gunn Cairns, she seems to looking at herself with a level, 
measured, considering gaze. 
How do we look at ourselves? How might we depict ourselves in a self-
portrait? Can I ask for the gift of looking at myself with a level gaze, not too 
quick to condemn, or to excuse?

For more of Joyce’s work, see www.joycegunncairnsartist.co.uk
28

http://www.joycegunncairnsartist.co.uk


PART FOUR TRANSCRIPT

Encounter

Those who have spent time looking at the Desert Fathers and Mothers 
freely admit the writing they have left behind doesn’t say much about 
theology, or even very much about God. But what they do say only 

makes sense in the context of an ongoing journey with God, what Rowan 
Williams calls a “pervasive awareness of God that comes from constant 
exposure to God in Bible reading and prayer”.

They fled from the society of their day to create space for an encounter with 
God through a life of greater silence, solitude and simplicity. But, for the most 
part, they haven’t left us stories of dramatic revelations. What comes across, 
instead, is a work which goes on amongst ordinary things, which Rowan 
Williams describes as a “lifelong process of bringing my thoughts and longings 
into God’s presence without fear or deception”. In other words, an encounter 
founded on an honest awareness of our own need of mercy, and a confidence in 
God’s infinite grace.

The desert is a place where the trappings of life are cut away leaving only the 
essentials, where, in the words of the Psalmist, “deep calls to deep”. Sister 
Jeremy Hall, who has been with us throughout this journey, speaks of “simple 
depths”, and perhaps this paradox is the best phrase for an encounter which is 
deep, ongoing and life-changing, but which happens among the ordinary 
minutiae of life.

* * * * * * * * * *

I invite you now to move into a time of quiet reflection, and to begin by 
taking time to experience stillness in your body. To notice our tendency to 
be always on the move, always doing, and to take time, consciously, to sit 

still. We might feel resistance to that, we might find our minds racing off in all 
directions, but sit still, and simply breathe, let your body model stillness for the 
busy mind.
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Concentrate on your breathing, and try to keep the in-breath and the out-breath 
equal in length. You might choose a word or phrase to repeat, along with the 
rhythm of your breathing. Perhaps something like Jesus Prayer - Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 
mercy on me. There’s nothing magical about this practice, but it is a way 
quieten our busy minds, and move towards a greater sense of stillness in our 
bodies.

After a little while, you might want to let go of the phrase you’ve been 
repeating, and simply sit for a few minutes in the silence. This might feel 
comfortable, or it might feel like a vulnerable place, because here I am, in the 
presence of God, without the usual protective cover of busyness. There is only 
me, all that I am. But in this place, God welcomes me, extends to me infinite 
grace and mercy. Can I take a moment to be aware of that welcome?

* * * * * * * * * *

Deep calls to deep
     in the roar of your waterfalls;
all your waves and breakers
     have swept over me.

By day the Lord directs his love,
     at night his song is with me—
     a prayer to the God of my life.
(Psalm 42: 7-8)

I’m going to offer a range of different ways to approach the subject of 
encounter. You might like to listen through them, and then go back and spend 
more time with the one you feel most drawn to. Or you might like to just pause 
at a place where you want to stay for a while. First, I’m going to read a passage 
from the Gospels, and you might like to start to picture this scene taking place, 
as Mark describes it:

People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on 
them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was 
indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not 
hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell 
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you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will 
never enter it.’ And he took the children in his arms, placed his hands on 
them and blessed them. (Mark 10: 13-16)

Take time to picture something about where this story might be taking place - 
perhaps the weather — sights, sounds, smells. And to picture the different 
groups of people in the story — the parents bringing their children to Jesus, the 
disciples, the children themselves. Are you taking part in the story or are you 
watching? Who do you most identify with?

And spend some time looking at Jesus. How is he with the different people? 
What does he say and do? And let the story unfold freely, don’t worry if it 
starts to happen a little differently to how it does in the passage.

I’d also like to read what Sister Jeremy Hall writes about this passage, because I 
think this addresses some of the potential barriers we might have with it. This 
paragraph comes directly after she used the phrase “simple depths”.

“A great deal of what Jesus taught about simplicity was distilled in what we 
might call his preferential option for the child. Jesus is not asking for 
infantile responses in adults; he is affirming the qualities of the true child 
that can mature into adulthood, qualities that characterise the genuine 
disciple. The child is dependent, knows and accepts it; the disciple is 
dependent on God and accepts this dependence in simple, grateful humility. 
The child lives in the present moment, neither in nostalgia or anger about 
the past nor in fear or impatience for the future, but now, fully present now. 
The child is, normally—and sometimes to the mortification of elders—frank 
in speech and transparent, uncomplicated in motivation. It is to such as 
these, rather than to the superficially learned and self-consciously clever, 
that Jesus says the Father wishes to reveal himself.”

(Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.)

Then you might like to return to the passage, allow fresh light to fall on it. And 
I would encourage you to notice — is there an invitation here for me? Am I 
understanding something more about God, or about Jesus, or perhaps about 
myself?
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People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on 
them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was 
indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not 
hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell 
you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will 
never enter it.’ And he took the children in his arms, placed his hands on 
them and blessed them. (Mark 10: 13-16)

If this is feeling like a fruitful and productive time, you might like to pause here 
for a while.

* * * * * * * * * *

Now I will offer a different picture of encounter, which comes from Rowan 
Williams’ book on desert spirituality, Silence and Honey Cakes.

“In a recent book on the use of music therapy with autistic children, there is 
a memorable description of how the therapist has to listen and react. You let 
the child make what noise he or she wants to with the instruments put out 
on the floor, and you listen with all your attention until some kind of 
pattern or rhythm begins to emerge. When it does, you gradually begin to 
make some kind of pattern of noise yourself that echoes what the child is 
producing; communication begins, and something emerges that was not 
there before. So it is with our co-operation with and response to the Word of 
God: we must listen intently for the rhythm of divine life in what may at 
first seem to be unintelligible and gradually learn how to echo it and make 
sounds in union with it.”

(Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003)

As metaphors go, this isn’t perfect. Obviously God has much more agency that 
a child who finds it hard to communicate. But the focus here is on the other 
party, on us, listening as hard as can, trying to tune in to the patterns of sound 
made by someone very different to us, trying to understand just enough to be 
able to join in, make a simple echo back.

What does it mean to me to listen intently for the rhythm of divine life?

If I start to hear it, how do I want to respond?
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And the third approach, which is the last one, is a poem by Jane Kenyon. 
Reading this again, I’m struck by how each of the lines here offers something it 
might be helpful to reflect on.

‘Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks’ by Jane Kenyon

I am the blossom pressed in a book,
found again after two hundred years…

I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper…

When the young girl who starves
sits down to a table
she will sit beside me…

I am food on the prisoner’s plate…

I am water rushing to the wellhead,
filling the pitcher until it spills…

I am the patient gardener
of the dry and weedy garden…

I am the stone step,
the latch, and the working hinge…

I am the heart contracted by joy…
the longest hair, white
before the rest…

I am there in the basket of fruit
presented to the widow…

I am the musk rose opening
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit…

I am the one whose love
overcomes you, already with you
when you think to call my name…

33



FURTHER MATERIAL ON ENCOUNTER

Psalm 42: 7-8 (NIV)

Deep calls to deep
     in the roar of your waterfalls;
all your waves and breakers
     have swept over me.

By day the Lord directs his love,
     at night his song is with me—
     a prayer to the God of my life.

Mark 10: 13-16 (NIV)

People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them, 
but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He 
said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for 
the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will 
not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.’ And he 
took the children in his arms, placed his hands on them and blessed them. 
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• You might like to spend some time pondering these words in your 
heart. What stands out, or shimmers, for you?

• What comes to mind when you hear the words “deep calls to deep”? 
Is there a picture which forms in your mind? Or a sound?

• What is this God like, who reaches out to the depths in me?

• As you read, see if you can imagine this scene. Take time and let a 
picture form in your imagination: the day, the weather, the people 
involved; sights, sounds, smells.

• Notice how you are feeling as you watch. Are you taking part, or 
watching? Who do you find yourself identifying with?          /cont.



Simple Depths
A great deal of what Jesus taught about simplicity was distilled in what we 
might call his preferential option for the child. Jesus is not asking for infantile 
responses in adults; he is affirming the qualities of the true child that can 
mature into adulthood, qualities that characterise the genuine disciple. The 
child is dependent, knows and accepts it; the disciple is dependent on God and 
accepts this dependence in simple, grateful humility. The child lives in the 
present moment, neither in nostalgia or anger about the past nor in fear or 
impatience for the future, but now, fully present now. The child is, normally—
and sometimes to the mortification of elders—frank in speech and transparent, 
uncomplicated in motivation. It is to such as these, rather than to the 
superficially learned and self-consciously clever, that Jesus says the Father 
wishes to reveal himself.

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.

The Rhythm of Divine Life
In a recent book on the use of music therapy with autistic children, there is a 
memorable description of how the therapist has to listen and react. You let the 
child make what noise he or she wants to with the instruments put out on the 
floor, and you listen with all your attention until some kind of pattern or 
rhythm begins to emerge. When it does, you gradually begin to make some 
kind of pattern of noise yourself that echoes what the child is producing; 
communication begins, and something emerges that was not there before. So it 
is with our co-operation with and response to the Word of God: we must listen 
intently for the rhythm of divine life in what may at first seem to be 
unintelligible and gradually learn how to echo it and make sounds in union 
with it.

Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003
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• Notice Jesus — how does he behave? Does he speak to you? Don’t 
worry if things develop in a slightly different way from the passage.

• Spend as much time with this imaginative reflection as feels helpful, and 
then step back out of the imagined scene. What would you like to say 
to God, or to Jesus, now?



Present to God

Solitude opens us to God—though we know that God is always present to us. 
Augustine exclaimed to God: “You were more inward than my most inward 
part, and higher than the highest element within me.” The question is this: Are 
we sufficiently present to God, at home for God, within ourselves to recognise 
God’s presence there, to welcome the Lord?…

In the process of letting solitude do [its] work I come, as I did with silence, to 
an identity not mindlessly projected on me and mindlessly accepted, but a 
deeper, inwards self where I follow no crowd but start to become an authentic 
centre of being, a living out of the mystery of human personhood. And I soon 
find out in the process, if I haven’t learned it before, that I am not self-sufficient; 
that, refusing to let the ephemeral and compulsive dictates of the world run my 
life, I have not the power to run my own life. I find myself empty, needy, full of 
desire for the good and holy, and incapable of coming to it on my own. Then, 
with God’s grace, I come to the indwelling God with all my emptiness, my 
desire, my need, my true dependence. Thus I begin to be in communion with 
my true self and make the beginnings of living a really human, inner-directed 
Christian life.

God uses solitude to hollow out the heart and fill it with himself—and God is 
love.

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.
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I thought about including pictures as part of this reflection. In the 
end, I decided not to. Perhaps, when we’re thinking about encounters 
with God, any image or metaphor we use is unique to our own 
experience. But you might find it helpful to notice any images which 
come to mind as you reflect with this material — landscapes, people, 
objects, memories, colours — and consider what they might be 
showing you about your sense of God.



Freedom from Fear

The desert monastics have very little to say about theories of the atonement — 
apparently very little to say even about Jesus for quite a lot of the time. But 
they are speaking about and living out something that only begins to make 
sense in the context of the gospel—and we are reminded, occasionally, but just 
often enough, of what they actually read and thought about each day [in their 
stories]. At the centre of practically all they have to say is Christ’s own 
command not to be afraid… All of it is about freedom from fear.

The desert community tells the church, then and now, that its job is to be a 
fearless community, and it shows us some of the habits we need to develop in 
order to become fearless — habits of self-awareness and attention to each other, 
grounded in the pervasive awareness of God that comes from constant 
exposure to God in Bible reading and prayer… The desert fathers and mothers 
are no less sure that God will forgive, but they know with equal certainty that 
for us to receive that forgiveness in such a way that our lives will be changed is 
a lifetime’s work requiring the most relentless monitoring of our selfish and 
lazy habits of thinking and reacting…

God alone will tell me who I ‘really’ am, and he will do so only in the lifelong 
process of bringing my thoughts and longings into his presence without fear 
and deception.

Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003.

The self is not its own centre and does not orbit around itself; it is centred 
on God, the one centre of all, which is ‘everywhere and nowhere’. In 
whom all are encountered, from whom all proceed. Thus from the very 

start this consciousness is disposed to encounter ‘the other’ with whom it is 
already united anyway ‘in God’.

Thomas Merton, Zen and the Birds of Appetite, New Directions, 1968
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PART FIVE TRANSCRIPT

Community

In this reflection, we reach the thing which surprised me most in my reading 
about the spirituality of the desert. I had the idea that fleeing to the desert 
was about isolation, a kind of crucible for refining the faith in silence and 

solitude. But, while there was plenty of silence and solitude, it was also about 
community.

In fact, it was, perhaps, more about community than anything else. In the 
desert, communities formed and supported one another. Newcomers came to 
learn from those who were more experienced, and it is the pithy and insightful 
advice of these spiritual fathers and mothers which has come down to us in 
books of anonymous sayings and stories. What happened in the desert - 
personal growth, spiritual growth, inner transformation - happened while in 
relationship with other people.

Former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, makes this point again 
and again in his book on desert spirituality, Silence and Honey Cakes. In fact, 
he says, given the messy day-to-day challenges of relating to other people, 
isolation might be easier, but that is not what we’re called to. The very heart of 
desert spirituality is not so much the individual journey, it is about putting the 
neighbour, the brother, the other person in touch with Christ. That is the 
yardstick by which all transformation is measured.

In this reflection, I’m going to be drawing a lot on the sayings and stories of 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers, and I’m going to read one of them as we 
come into a time of stillness and quietness. So I would invite you to make 

yourself comfortable, and take some time to breathe a little more deeply, make 
that conscious transition from whatever is going on in the more active parts of 
life to this quiet, still space. Allow your body to settle in the chair, and spend a 
moment just breathing in the quietness. Notice the movements within you, the 
thoughts that come and go, just notice them, without judging anything.
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This is what one of the Desert Figures had to say about thoughts:
A brother questioned an old man, saying, ‘My thoughts wander and I am 
troubled by this.’ The old man said to him, ‘Remain sitting in your cell and 
your thoughts will come to rest. For truly, just as when the donkey is tied up 
her colt runs here and there but always comes back to its mother wherever she 
is, so it is with the thoughts of him who for God’s sake remains steadfast in his 
cell: even if they wander a little they will always come back to him.’

I would encourage you to listen to the tone of that story, to what is going on 
between the lines. The gentleness, the encouragement to rest. The reassurance 
that, even though the mind wanders, it will come back. This is natural, it’s 
nothing to worry about. Hear the acknowledgement that it’s difficult 
sometimes, as it was thousands of years ago, and still is now. But remain 
sitting, and your thoughts will come to rest.

In the next part of the reflection, I’m going to read three stories from the 
books of sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, exploring themes to do 
with how we live with one another. You will see that, although they have a 

timeless, parable-like quality, they don’t shy away from messy complicated 
issues and emotion.

I would invite you to listen to thse prayerfully, and notice which you feel most 
drawn to. Notice if your heart is moved by something in one of the stories, and 
take some time to explore that story in prayer and reflection: what is standing 
out, and why? What is that showing me? And take time to talk to God or to 
Jesus, as you might to a friend, about what you’ve explored. Speak from the 
heart, say anything you need to say.

These don’t have titles in the original, I’m giving them titles here to help 
distinguish them.

The Leaky Jug

There was a brother at Scetis who had committed a fault. So they called a 
meeting and invited Abba Moses. He refused to go. The priest sent someone to 
say to him, ‘They’re all waiting for you.’ So Moses got up and set off; he took a 
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leaky jug and filled it with water and took it with him. The others came out to 
meet him and said, ‘What is this, Father?’ The old man said to them, ‘My sins 
run out behind me and I cannot see them, yet here I am coming to sit in 
judgment on the misakes of somebody else.’ When they heard this, they called 
off the meeting.

The Bending Tree

It was said of an old man that he dwelt in Syria on the way to the desert. This 
was his work: whenever a monk came from the desert he gave him refreshment 
with all his heart. Now one day an anchorite came, to whom he gave 
refreshment, but the other did not want to accept it, saying he was fasting. 
Filled with sorrow, the old man said to him, ‘Do not disregard your servant, I 
beg you; do not despise me, but let us pray. Look at the tree which is here—we 
will follow the way of whichever of us causes it to bend when he kneels on the 
ground and prays.’ So the anchorite knelt down to pray, and nothing 
happened. Then the hospitable one knelt down, and at once the tree bent 
towards him. Taught by this, they gave thanks to God.

The Poor Man and the Habit

One of the Fathers went off to the city to sell his manual work, and seeing a 
naked beggar he was moved by compassion and gave him his own habit. The 
poor man went and sold it. When he heard what he had done, the old man was 
very annoyed and repented of having given him the habit. That night Christ 
appeared to the old man in a dream; he was wearing the habit and said to him, 
‘Do not grieve for see I am wearing that which you have given to me.’

Take time to stay with the story which feels as if it has most resonance for 
you, and remember you can pause the recording for as long as you like. 
It surprises me how these ancient stories, from a time so different to our 

own, can touch live wires in our own experiences. Take time to explore 
whatever comes up for you, in this safe space surrounded by God’s grace, and 
bring these feelings into the presence of God, knowing there are no right or 
wrong feelings, knowing that you are accepted, not judged.

When you feel ready to move on from that reflection, I’m going to conclude by 
reading a poem called ‘A last beatitude’ by Malcolm Guite. We may recognise, 
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here, some aspects of church communities we have been in contact with, 
particularly the ordinary, unsung heroes, the people one might see every 
Sunday and never really know. 

A last beatitude - by Malcolm Guite 

And blessèd are the ones we overlook;
The faithful servers on the coffee rota,
The ones who hold no candle, bell or book
But keep the books and tally up the quota,
The gentle souls who come to ‘do the flowers’,
The quiet ones who organise the fete,
Church sitters who give up their weekday hours,
Doorkeepers who may open heaven’s gate.
God knows the depths that often go unspoken
Amongst the shy, the quiet, and the kind,
Or the slow healing of a heart long broken,
Placing each flower so for a year’s mind.
Invisible on earth, without a voice,
In heaven their angels glory and rejoice.
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FURTHER MATERIAL ON COMMUNITY

Luke 6:37-38, 41-42 (NIV)

‘Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not 
be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Give, and it will be given to 
you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be 
poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to 
you.…
‘Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no 
attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, 
“Brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,” when you yourself fail to see 
the plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your eye, 
and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.’

Further stories from the Desert Fathers

A brother went to see an anchorite and as he was leaving said to him, ‘Forgive 
me, abba, for having taken you away from your rule.’ But the other answered 
him, ‘My rule is to refresh you and send you away in peace.’

An old man was asked, ‘What is humility?’ He replied, ‘It is when your brother 
sins against you and you forgive him before he comes to ask for forgiveness.’

An old man said, ‘Do not despise him who stands beside you, for you do not 
know if the Spirit of God is on you or on him. When I say, “he who stands 
beside you”, I mean he who serves you.’
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• Read the stories prayerfully, and notice where your heart is touched. 
Stay with that story and explore a while. Ask: who do I identify with? 
What is this showing me? Take time to talk with God honestly about 
what has come up for you, as one might with a friend.



Some old men came to see Abba Poemen and said to him, ‘We see some of the 
brothers falling asleep during divine worship. Shoud we wake them up?’ He 
said, ‘As for me, when I see a brother who is falling asleep during the Office, I 
lay his head on my knees and let him rest.’

• The stories here and on the audio are from The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers, 
translated by Benedicta Ward SLG, SLG Press, 1986, apart from the first and 
last, quoted in Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003.

Putting the neighbour in touch with Christ

One thing that comes out very clearly from any reading of the great monastic 
writers of the fourth and fifth centuries is the impossibility of thinking about 
contemplation or meditation or ‘spiritual life’ in abstraction from the actual 
business of living in the Body of Christ, living in concrete community. The life 
of intimacy with God in contemplation is both the fruit and the course of a 
renewed style of living together…

We are always faced with the danger of trying to think about this odd thing 
called ‘spiritual life’ as if it were a matter we could deal with in isolation, and it 
is often very attractive to attempt this, simply because the facts of human life 
together are normally so messy, so unpromising and unedifying. Other people 
in their actual material reality do make things a lot more difficult when what 
we think we want is spirituality — the cultivation of a sensitive and rewarding 
relationship with eternal truth and love. And this is where the desert monastics 
have an uncompromising message for us… The actual substance of our 
relationship with eternal truth and love is bound up with how we manage the 
proximity of [our] human neighbours…

Everything [in desert spirituality] begins with the vision and hope of putting 
the neighbour in touch with Christ… The desert monastics are keenly 
interesting in diagnosing what sort of things get in the way here, what things 
count as blocking someone else’s relation with Christ…

To assume the right to judge, or to assume that you have arrived at a settled 
spiritual maturity which entitles you to prescribe confidently at a distance for 
another’s sickness is in fact to leave them without the therapy they need for 
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their souls… As in the words of Jesus, you have shut up heaven for others and 
for yourself. But the plain acknowledgement of your solidarity in need and 
failure opens a door: it shows that it is possible to live in the truth and to go 
forward in hope. It is in such a moment that God gives himself through you, 
and you become by God’s gift a means of connecting another with God. You 
have done the job you were created to do.

From Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003

The Primacy of Love

The Christian mystics of all ages sought and found not only union with God, 
but union with one another in the Spirit of God. To seek a union with God that 
would imply complete separation, in spirit as well as in body from all the rest 
of mankind, would be to a Christian saint not only absurd but the very 
opposite of sanctity. Isolation in the self, inability to go out of oneself to others, 
would mean incapacity for any form of self-transcendence…

All through the Verba Seniorum [texts from the Desert Fathers] we find a 
repeated insistence on the primacy of love over everything else in the spiritual 
life: over knowledge, gnosis, asceticism, contemplation, solitude, prayer. Love 
in fact is the spiritual life, and without it all the other exercises of the spirit, 
however lofty, are emptied of content and become mere illusions. The more 
lofty they are, the more dangerous the illusion.

Love, of course, means something much more than mere sentiment, much more 
than token favours and perfunctory almsdeeds. Love means an interior and 
spiritual identification with one’s brother, so that he is not regarded as an 
‘object’ to ‘which’ one ‘does good’. The fact is that good done to another as to 
an object is of little or no spiritual value. Love takes one’s neighbour as one’s 
other self, and loves him with all the immense humility and discretion and 
reserve and reverence without which no one can presume to enter into the 
sanctuary of another’s subjectivity…

The full difficulty and magnitude of the task of loving others is recognised 
everywhere [in these texts] and never minimised. It is hard to really love others 
if love is to be taken in the full sense of the word. Love demands a complete 
inner transformation — for without this we cannot possibly come to identify 
ourselves with our brother… [it] involves a kind of death of our own self.

From Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, Hollis and Carter, 1961.
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We have said it again and again that silence and solitude and 
simplicity make possible a profound self-knowledge. We come to 
know our emptiness, our total dependence, our capacity for 

infidelity and failure, our weakness of every sort, and the depth of our need. 
The other side of this recognition is compassion for others. And Jesus made it 
very clear that what is done to others—in thought or action—is done to him. If 
we exercise the loving compassion for others that Jesus himself practised with 
such utter fidelity, then surely we are accepting, identifying with his will to 
love.

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.

Who are my neighbours?

Today, we have many different kinds of communities — family, friends, faith, 
work, shared passions…

You might like to take a moment to reflect on what communities have 
nurtured, encouraged, supported you on your faith journey…

What communities am I part of today? How do they nourish me, and how do I 
nourish them? Do I see God in them?

Am I being prompted to notice anything about the ways I interact with others, 
anything that I need to look at more closely, or to consider changing?

Are there things I want to give thanks for?
PICTURE: HANNAH BUSING/UNSPLASH
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PART SIX TRANSCRIPT

Speech

For people who spent so much time in silence, the desert fathers and 
mothers have quite a lot to say about speech. In the last reflection, we 
looked at community, and this advice about speech seems to come from a 

deep understanding of what it means to live with one another, the dangers of 
speaking in the wrong way, and the potential, if we use speech wisely and 
sensitively, to help one another draw closer to God. 

They often warn against talking too much. One particularly vivid saying which 
has come down to us is this: “Just as if you leave the door of the public baths 
open the steam escapes and their virtue is lost, so the virtue of the person who 
talks a lot escapes through the open door of the voice. This is why silence is a 
good thing; it is nothing less than the mother of wise thoughts.”

All this was a surprise to me, and when I started looking at what the Bible has 
to say about speech, I was surprised again. Once more, there is a lot of practical 
advice about how to speak to one another, and warnings about how easily 
speech can become dangerous. “The tongue is a small part of the body…” - this 
is from the writer of the book of James - “Consider what a great forest is set on 
fire by a small spark.”

It can be all too easy to fill silence with a lot of words, to reduce complex things 
to simple phrases, and mysteries to easy answers. Unless we stop talking and 
truly listen, we risk imposing our own assumptions on other people’s 
experience. Thomas Merton describes the desert monks saying: “They were 
humble, quiet, sensible people, with a deep knowledge of human nature and 
enough understanding of the things of God to realise that they knew very little 
about him… If these men say little about God, it is because they know that 
when one has been somewhere close to his dwelling, silence makes more sense 
than a lot of words.”
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So hear this invitation, now, to come into a time of silence. You might like 
to make sure you are sitting comfortably, and that you won’t be 
interrupted. Take time to be aware of your body, notice any muscles that 

might be storing up tension and take time to stretch or loosen them off. And 
allow yourself to breathe deeply, breathe in the quietness, and try to make sure 
you are breathing evenly, that the out-breath is the same length as the in-breath.

The prayer tradition which has particularly come down to us from the desert 
brothers and sister is the technique of using a word in prayer. The repetition of 
a single word, or a short phrase, like a mantra, can help still and focus the 
mind, and allow us to come into a place of deeper silence. You might like to try 
this today, if you haven’t already, choosing a word or phrase which feels right 
for you. John Main, who did so much to bring this prayer tradition into modern 
spirituality, suggests ‘maranatha’ - from Aramaic, meaning ‘Come, Lord Jesus’, 
with equal stress on all four syllables, or it could be a phrase like ‘Lord have 
mercy’, or you might choose a word or a phrase personal to you.

The key thing is to repeat the words in a way which sits within the rhythm of 
your breathing. A prayer which can be used in this way is known as the Jesus 
Prayer, said over two breaths - Jesus Christ (in breath), Son of the living God 
(out breath), Be with me always (in breath), Guide my way (out breath). Jesus 
Christ, Son of the living God, be with me always, guide my way. Whichever 
word or phrase you choose, continue to repeat it for a while, don’t try count 
how many times. And when you feel ready to let the words go, just come into 
the silence and simply breathe.

And you can pause here for a while, if you’d like to, and continue when you 
feel ready to move on.

In this reflection, I’m going to read a few short texts about speech and 
silence, leaving some space in between each — and of course you can pause 
the recording if you’d like to spend longer. I would encourage you to listen 

to these thoughtfully, maybe prayerfully, notice anything that resonates with 
your own experience. Also, bear in mind that one of the practices of desert 
spirituality was that a disciple would ask a teacher for a word - just one word - 
which they would take away and reflect on, pray with, struggle with, which 
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became a tool for their growth. So you might like to be alert for any word you 
notice that you would like spend more time with.

We remember that God made all things by an act of self-communication, 
and when we respond to his speaking, we are searching for some way of 
reflecting, echoing that self-communication… If God has made all things by 
the Word, then each person and thing exists because God is speaking to it 
and in it. If we are to respond adequately, truthfully, we must listen for the 
word God speaks to and through each element of the creation.

(From Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes)

We might ask — what is the word being spoken in me, through me, or to me as 
I sit here today?

There is a kind of silence which is a primordial element, which sustains the 
word and gives it room to move, as a swan glides over water. This 
motionless lake is the first inner requirement for genuine listening to the 
word. And after listening one must let the circles of the word spread, fade 
away, expire in the silence… The capacity of speaking, teaching, writing 
poetry or even prose is the faculty of mixing the right measure of words and 
silence…

(From Jean Guitton, ‘Solitude and Silence’)

We might consider — is there a word in my life which silence enables me to 
hear? How do its ripples spread through my life?

We Christians talk about ‘speaking the truth in love’ quite a bit; but in this 
context, this doesn’t mean charitably telling other people exactly where 
they’ve gone wrong. It means finding a way to speak to them that resonates 
with the creative word working in their depths. Love is not a feeling of 
good will towards the neighbour, but the active search for that word - so 
that I can hear what God has to say to them and give to me through them, 
and also so that I can speak to what is real in them, not what suits or 
interests me and my agenda.

(From Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes)

We might ask — how do I listen more attentively for the words God has placed 
in the hearts of those I meet?
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And some words from the Japanese poet Shinkichi Takahashi:

Words

I don’t take your words
Merely as words.
Far from it.

I listen
To what makes you talk —
Whatever that is —
And me listen.

(trans Lucien Stryk and Takahashi Ikemoto, from Soul Food, Bloodaxe, 2007)

And I close with a final little story from the desert fathers about a monk 
called Isaac who would celebrate the Eucharist with his brethren and 
then, as soon as the service was finished, would run back to his cell 

and close the door. They were puzzled about why he did this and didn’t stay to 
share a meal and fellowship with them. When they finally asked him about it, 
he said he wanted to preserve the silence — that losing it suddenly through 
speech was like a light going out.

Rowan Williams compares this to the silence in a theatre or a concert hall after 
a breath-taking performance — a silence no one wants to break. So, I leave you 
with this thought, this picture, and invite you to spend a few more minutes in 
silence after the recording is finished.
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FURTHER MATERIAL ON SPEECH

Luke 6:43-45 (NIV)

‘No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is 
recognised by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thorn-bushes, or 
grapes from briers. A good man brings good things out of the good stored up in 
his heart, and an evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his 
heart. For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of.’

From the Sayings of the Desert Fathers

Just as if you leave the door of the public baths open the steam escapes and 
their virtue is lost, so the virtue of the person who talks a lot escapes through 
the open door of the voice. This is why silence is a good thing; it is nothing less 
than the mother of wise thoughts.

A brother questioned a young monk, saying, ‘Is it better to be silent or to 
speak?’ The young man said to him, ‘If the words are useless, leave them alone, 
but if they are good, give place to the good and speak. Furthermore, even if 
they are good, do not prolong speech, but terminate it quickly, and you will 
have peace, quiet, rest.
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• A common practice in desert spirituality was for a disciple to ask their 
teacher for a word - just one word - to meditate on and pray with 
which then became a tool for growth.  As you read these passages 
prayerfully, you might like to consider what ‘word’ is resonating in your 
heart as you think about your own journey. Or, as you think about 
another person, what ‘word’ is in your heart for them?



Silence makes more sense

“[The desert monks] were humble, quiet, sensible people, with a deep 
knowledge of human nature and enough understanding of the things of God to 
realise that they knew very little about him… If these men say little about God, 
it is because they know that when one has been somewhere close to his 
dwelling, silence makes more sense than a lot of words.”

From Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, Hollis and Carter, 1961.

A language full of surprises

It’s worth remembering that when Jesus tells his disciples most fully who he is, 
many find it ‘a hard saying’ (John 6:60); he does not give them an easy formula, 
but speaks so as to invite them to recognise him and to recognise their own 
deepest needs and their own deepest truth. He speaks in the context of a 
relationship in which truth can be uncovered for us, and his words are given to 
us to absorb and repeat so that we can speak for him to one another. Gradually 
— and by the gift of the Spirit — a new language will emerge for the new 
community of disciples: a language of great simplicity to speak to God (Abba, 
Father), a language full of surprises and daring images to speak to each other 
so as to echo what God has said…

The truth is that we are looking or listening here for speech that will affirm and 
open the way to life, for speech that can be playful and not just useful, for 
words that disturb and change us not because they threaten but because they 
‘fit’ a reality we are just beginning to discern. If communities of faith took 
language this seriously, [there] would be extraordinary signs of transformation.

From Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003

Hearing another’s word

Saint Ignatius of Antioch [one of the desert fathers] wrote that in his silence he 
heard the living water of baptism deep in his heart calling, “Come to the 
Father,” and John of the Cross wrote, “The Father spoke one Word, which was 
his Son, and this Word he always speaks in eternal silence, and in silence must 
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it be heard by the soul.” Am I quiet enough, deep enough, silent enough to 
hear that living water, that one word, in my own heart?…

And when I have made the journey to my true self, or even only glimpsed it 
and want to live my life from that centre, I relate to others in a new way. For 
one thing, out of my silence I really hear their words—hear their words. I have 
to be silent to listen and inwardly quiet to be fully present to another, to hear 
another’s word, especially if I would hear its full import. How often have I 
engaged in conversations where I am not really hearing the other because my 
own words are muscling their way into expression, and I have ears only for my 
own words? And if I am not attentive enough, silent enough to hear their 
words, I don’t catch their nonverbal messages either.

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.

Being silent with friends

The thought keeps coming to me that it is as important to be silent with friends 
as it is to speak with them. Seeing so many people and talking with them about 
all that has happened and is happening to them often leaves me with a sense 
that we are not really being together. The exchange of countless details about 
people’s lives can often create more distance than closeness. Words are 
important in bringing hearts together, but too many words can alienate us from 
one another.

I feel an increasing desire to be silent with friends. Not every event has to be 
told, not every idea has to be shared. Once an atmosphere of mutual trust is 
present we can be silent together and let the Lord be the one who speaks, 
gently and softly.

Listening together to Jesus is a very powerful way to grow closer to each other 
and to reach a level of intimacy that no interpersonal exchange of words can 
bring about. A silence lived together in the presence of Jesus will also continue 
to bear many fruits in the future. It seems that a caring silence can enter deeper 
into our memory than many caring words.

From Henri Nouwen, The Primacy of the Heart: Cuttings from a
Journal, ed. Lewy Olfson, St Benedict Center, 1988.
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A Tree of Wise Words
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PART SEVEN TRANSCRIPT

Ordinary Time

Somehow, we have reached the last in our series of desert reflections, and 
here we might imagine ourselves taking our leave of the desert and 
travelling back to our ordinary lives. But the journey doesn’t end here, 

because it is in the midst of ordinary life that all the things we have been 
learning are worked out. It was in the day-to-day lives of their communities, in 
work and prayer and the minutiae of daily life, that the desert monks and nuns 
sought to know themselves and know God.

In the liturgical calendar, the weeks of the year not taken up with sacred 
festivals are known as Ordinary Time. But Ordinary Time, as Rowan Williams 
says, is not really ordinary. It is where we grow as people and in faith, amid the 
irritations and imperfections of ordinary life and ordinary human beings - 
ourselves included. The return to ordinary life after a time of retreat might feel 
like an anticlimax, but perhaps it is here that the mystery really begins to 
unfold.

This last reflection is an invitation to look back on the journey, to notice the 
things that we are taking back with us into ordinary life. Rather than add a lot 
more which is new, both this audio this reflection and the printed handout are 
intended to help us draw together the threads of our experience, notice what 
we’ve discovered, or what we’ve seen in a new light, and to take time to revisit 
those things which seem to draw us back for a second look.

So now, I would like to invite you into a time of quietness. To be aware of 
where you are sitting, and of how your body is feeling. Take some time to 
be comfortable, to stretch or shrug or work loose the tension you might 

be holding on to physically. To breathe in and out, long and deep, and let this 
physical practice help to move you into a place of greater stillness. And 
concentrate for a few moments on breathing, noticing where we are aware of 
the breath in our bodies.
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There is a story in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers about a monk who hosts 
two friends who had gone out into the world to work. They arrive tired and 
flustered, worried that they have failed in their mission. After a short silence, 
he pours some water into a bowl and invites them to look at it — the water 
swirls around the bowl, lapping against the sides. He sets it down for a little 
while, and then invites them to look at the water again. Now it is still, and the 
surface is like a mirror — they begin to see their own faces.

As we sit in quietness, we might think about that bowl of water, how gradually, 
imperceptibly, the water moves less and less until, eventually, it is still. And 
maybe that’s how it is for us as we sit, that the various perturbations in us 
gradually quieten, the ripples become less, until the surface is calm. And 
perhaps we might savour that stillness for a little while.

I invite you to stay with that image of a bowl of water, or a still pool of 
water, as we begin to look back on these Wisdom from the Desert 
reflections. The invitation is to notice what seems significant, but try not to 

seize hold of anything too quickly. Give thoughts time to surface as you gaze 
down into the water. It might be that things start to rise to the surface straight 
away, so you might like to look at each one and decide which seems to have the 
most weight. Or nothing might appear for a time and that’s okay too, just to 
wait

You might like to let your mind gently travel across the different topics we’ve 
covered, beginning with silence, then solitude, the true self, the encounter with 
the other, then community and speech. How each has a parallel: silence and 
speech, solitude and community, self and other. Notice anything which has 
moved you in some way, or has been surprising, any moment when it feels as if 
a light has shone on something in a new way, so that it felt somehow newly 
minted.

Is there something which seems to be beckoning me back, a sense that there is 
more to find?
 
Is there something shifting in the water, something troubling — and is that 
‘something’ inviting me back to look at it again, or is it okay to put it to one 
side, perhaps for another day?
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As I come to the end of this period of retreat, is there something in particular 
that I don’t want to forget?

And how might I not forget it? Is there something I would like to try doing 
differently as a result of what I’ve looked at?

You might like to return to this reflection in another quiet time, if you feel there 
is more to notice. And I would also encourage you to take time to revisit 
insights which have felt significant from the earlier reflections, because it is 
often a sign that there is more to discover.

In the rest of this time, I’m going to read three short pieces of text, and I 
would encourage you to take from them anything that resonates, or feels 
like it might be helpful, and bring that into your prayer. The first is by 

Rowan Williams on Ordinary Time:

Many Christian churches now refer to those periods of the liturgical year 
when no great festivals or fasts are unfolding as ‘Ordinary Time’. It is a 
telling phrase, inevitably most of the time in the year is ‘ordinary’ — yet all 
of it is the time won for us by Jesus Christ, all of it is gift, and in that 
extraordinary. It can never be strictly ordinary time, since it is the time in 
which day by day we are brought into the story, the drama, of God’s action 
in Jesus. And the secret of living through the liturgical year lies in 
remembering the extraordinariness of the time that simply unfolds day after 
day, because it is the time in which we are constantly called and enabled to 
move and grow, in whatever circumstances face us. Here we are daily, not 
necessarily attractive and saintly people, along with other not very 
attractive and saintly people, managing the plain prose of our everyday 
service, deciding daily to recognise the prose of ourselves and each other as 
material for something unimaginably greater — the Kingdom of God, the 
glory of the saints, reconciliation and wonder. And we embody our 
decisions in both prayer and relation, inseparable, giving to both the 
attention they claim, so that together we begin to know ourselves found by 
God.                 

 (From Rowan Wiliams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003)
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And this is a story from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. It might be my 
favourite one, partly because it makes me laugh, and partly because I think 
there is so much here about who these people were, this sense of practical 
wisdom, and long years of living in community and friendship.

Two old men had lived together for many years and had never fought with 
one another. The first said to the other, ‘Let us also have a fight like other 
men do.’ The other replied, ‘I do not know how to fight.’ The first said to 
him, ‘Look, I will put a brick between us, and I will say it is mine, and you 
say “No, it is mine”, and so the fight will begin.’ So they put a brick 
between them and the first said, ‘This brick is mine’, and the other said, ‘No, 
it is mine’, and the first responded, ‘If it is yours, take it and go’ — so they 
gave up without being able to find an occasion for argument.

(From The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers,
trans Benedicta Ward SLG, SLG Press, 1975)

Finally, in closing, I’m going to read John O’Donohue’s Prayer for Peace. 
And perhaps there is never a time when this isn’t relevant in our world, 
but as I’m making this recording it feels like something we desperately 

need. So I’d like to thank you for being with me on this journey, I hope it has 
been a blessing, and let’s join together in this prayer, wherever and whenever 
we’re hearing it.

For Peace

As the fever of day calms towards twilight
May all that is strained in us come to ease.

We pray for all who suffered violence today,
May an unexpected serenity surprise them.

For those who risk their lives each day for peace,
May their hearts glimpse providence at the heart of history.

That those who make riches from violence and war
Might hear in their dreams the cries of the lost.
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That we might see through our fear of each other
A new vision to heal our fatal attraction to aggression.

That those who enjoy the privilege of peace
Might not forget their tormented brothers and sisters.

That the wolf might lie down with the lamb,
That our swords be beaten into ploughshares

And no hurt or harm be done
Anywhere along the holy mountain.

Amen.

(From John O’Donohue, Benedictus: A Book of Blessings, Bantam Press, 2007.)
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FURTHER MATERIAL

Extraordinary Time

Many Christian churches now refer to those periods of the liturgical 
year when no great festivals or fasts are unfolding as ‘Ordinary 
Time’. It is a telling phrase, inevitably most of the time in the year is 

‘ordinary’ — yet all of it is the time won for us by Jesus Christ, all of it is gift, 
and in that extraordinary. It can never be strictly ordinary time, since it is the 
time in which day by day we are brought into the story, the drama, of God’s 
action in Jesus. And the secret of living through the liturgical year lies in 
remembering the extraordinariness of the time that simply unfolds day after 
day, because it is the time in which we are constantly called and enabled to 
move and grow, in whatever circumstances face us. Here we are daily, not 
necessarily attractive and saintly people, along with other not very attractive 
and saintly people, managing the plain prose of our everyday service, deciding 
daily to recognise the prose of ourselves and each other as material for 
something unimaginably greater — the Kingdom of God, the glory of the 
saints, reconciliation and wonder. And we embody our decisions in both prayer 
and relation, inseparable, giving to both the attention they claim, so that 
together we begin to know ourselves found by God.

* * * * * * * * * *

Only the body saves the soul. It sounds rather shocking put like that, 
but the point is that the soul (whatever exactly that is) left to itself, the 
inner life or whatever you want to call it, is not capable of 

transforming itself. It needs the gifts that only the external life can deliver: the 
actual material fact of the meeting of believers where bread and wine are 
shared, the actual wonderful, disagreeable, impossible, unpredictable human 
beings we encounter daily, in and out of the church. Only in this setting do we 
become holy — in a way entirely unique to each one of us…

I cannot become holy by copying another’s path. Like the novice in the desert, I 
must watch the elders and learn the shape and the rhythms of being Christian 
from those who have walked further and worked harder; but then I have to 
take my own steps, and create a life that has never been lived before. At the 
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Day of Judgment… I shall not be asked why I wasn’t Martin Luther King or 
Mother Teresa, but why I wasn’t myself.

From Rowan Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes, Lion, 2003

A foothold on solid ground

[The desert monks] insisted on remaining human and ‘ordinary’. This may 
seem to be a paradox, but it is very important. If we reflect a moment, we will 
see that to fly into the desert in order to be extraordinary is only to carry the 
world with you as an implicit standard of comparison. The result would be 
nothing but self-contemplation, and self-comparison with the negative 
standard of the world one had abandoned… The simple men who lived their 
lives out to a good old age among the rocks and sands only did so because they 
had come into the desert to be themselves, their ordinary selves, and to forget a 
world that divided them from themselves. There can be no other valid reasons 
for seeking solitude or for leaving the world. And thus to leave the world is, in 
fact, to help save it in saving oneself. This is the final point, and it is an 
important one. The Coptic hermits who left the world as though escaping from 
a wreck did not merely intend to save themselves. They knew that they were 
helpless to do any good for others a long as they floundered about in the 
wreckage. But once they got a foothold on solid ground, things were different. 
Then they had not only the power but even the obligation to pull the whole 
world to safety after them.

From Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert, Hollis and Carter, 1961.

Don’t I need to be tested in the desert, challenged, purified, to become 
aware of my frailty and God’s strength, of my infidelity and God’s 
unending faithfulness, to be healed of my enslavements and set free at 

the heart of my being, to learn to trust deeply in the God of promises? I need to 
learn not to try to program God, but to believe in divine love, the divine will 
and capacity to care — I need to rely on it and accept it as gift. I need to leave it 
to God to choose the time and place where, like the purified Moses, I meet God 
and come to know divine love in direct communication. Must I not, like Moses, 
ultimately come to God healed of my radical self-centredness, and with deep 
compassion for others and concern for their needs?

Sr Jeremy Hall, Silence, Solitude, Simplicity, Liturgical Press, 2007.
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