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Introduction

The Age of the Desert and the Rise of Christian 
Contemplation

It can be difficult finding a quiet moment in our world today. A smartphone rings, and 
the person standing next to you is suddenly talking so loudly that you are completely 
distracted. Vibrations from your smartphone suddenly alert you to a new text 
message, and your focus is stolen from whatever it was you were doing. We worry if 
we haven’t heard anything after sending an e-mail to a friend, and today’s mobile 
devices keep us constantly connected to the internet, much like a hospital patient 
hooked to an IV.   

We live in a busy world and, not only are the experiences in the physical world of 
‘flesh and blood’ competing for our time and attention, but we are also increasingly 
experiencing much of life in another virtual world. This is the world of Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, and Netflix.  

While today’s digital tools and applications have their benefits, using them too often 
can lead to feelings of isolation, self-doubt, and even severe depression. The long 
hours spent binge-watching, the constant barrage of perfectly filtered photos, the 
moment after a comment is posted waiting for a response or a “like” — these aspects 
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of today’s digital culture are bound to affect self-esteem, identity, and even our sense 
of embodiment in the present.  

I wonder what difference it would make in your life if, for a few moments every day, 
you turned off the television, shut the laptop, put away your smartphone, and simply 
tried to be quiet? What difference would it make if every day, for a few moments, you 
fled to a particular place and you practiced silence? If every day you were intentional 
about opening your life to the Source of all life and simply waited? 

The purpose of this book is to help you do just this. It is an invitation to learn and 
embrace an older, somewhat alien way of inhabiting a relationship with God. As 
difficult as it might be, something is lost when we don’t take the time and make the 
space in our lives for stillness and silence.  

There is a running assumption throughout this devotional book. When we regularly 
enter into solitude and silence, we begin to see aspects of ourselves that have been 
ignored, sometimes intentionally. We come to know the true self. We come in touch 
with the deepest part of ourselves, our soul. Many people’s lives are so full of 
busyness and distraction that they are in danger of having this essential part of the 
self die away. And, as more and more of life is happening through our digital devices 
and applications, this danger is intensified.  

For centuries, the great Christian spiritual writers have maintained the importance of 
solitude and silence in the spiritual journey, and moments of solitude were vital in 
Jesus Christ’s own life. He began his ministry with forty days alone in the wilderness 
(Matt. 4:1-11). He was alone in the Garden of Gethsemane before his crucifixion (Matt. 
26:36-46).  And the Gospels also mention that Jesus would often withdraw “to a 
lonely place” after preaching and teaching. (Mk. 1:35; 6:31; 14:13) 

The practice of solitude, however, had perhaps never been so thoroughly explored as 
it was in the period of Church history known as the Age of the Desert Fathers and 
Mothers. These desert hermits came from all walks of life, left their society in droves, 
and sought one simple thing - a more intimate experience of Jesus. They were soon 
considered "athletes of God” by those in the world they left behind, and their stories 
were published as examples of spiritual heroism.  

As spiritual leaders, they were affectionately referred to as Abbas (Fathers) 
and Ammas (Mothers). And through their desert experimentation in the third and 
fourth centuries, a paradigm of contemplative spirituality emerged that continues to 
influence the Church today. The practices that established this paradigm were 
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solitude, silence, repetitive prayer, fasting, introspection, and the care of others 
through acts of kindness. How these were practiced differed from elder to elder, but 
the purpose of these practices was the same. It was to encounter the living God 
within the heart.  

These desert hermits 
spent much of their time 
confronting their sins and 
self-illusions in their 
desert homes (they 
called them “cells”). They 
fasted and hungered 
after spiritual things. They 
spoke less to hear the 
Divine voice more, and 
they avoided the 
busyness and 
distractions of the city in 

the hopes that the silence of the desert would bring more clarity to the condition of 
their souls.   

The practices of the desert hermits aimed at a deeper intimacy with God, but the 
outcome was often a more truthful understanding of the self. This is apparent in an 
example of one of the many brief sayings from this spiritual tradition. Abba Silvanus 
was the head of a small group of hermits who dedicated their lives to the “desert way” 
in Scetis (the central hub for much of the desert movement). 

A brother came to visit Abba Sylvanus at Mount Sinai. When he saw the 
brothers working hard, he said to the old man, “Do not work for food that 
perishes, for Mary has chosen the good part.” Then the old man called his 
disciple, “Zachary, give this brother a book and put him in an empty cell.” Now 
when it was three o’clock the brother kept looking out of the door to see if 
someone would call him for the meal. But nobody called him, so he got up, 
went to see the old man, and asked: “Abba, didn’t the brothers eat today?” The 
old man said, “Of course we did.” “Then why didn’t you call me?” he said. The 
old man replied, “You are a spiritual person and do not need that kind of food, 
but since we are earthly, we want to eat and that’s why we work. Indeed you 
have chosen the good part, reading all day long and not wanting to eat earthly 
food.” When the brother heard this, he repented and said, “Forgive me, Abba.” 
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Then the old man said to him: “Mary certainly needed Martha, and it is really by 
Martha’s help that Mary is praised.’ (Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 223) 

This short reflection on a story from the Gospel of Luke (Lk.10:38-42) continues to 
offer much wisdom about the spiritual life and what it means to search for God with 
one’s whole self while living with others (Lk. 10:27). The Desert Fathers and Mothers 
were men and women who took this search for God’s love and closeness with the 
utmost seriousness, and in doing so, their wisdom continues to offer a contemplative 
path for others to follow.  

What follows in this Lenten study is a daily opportunity to learn more wisdom from 
these desert Fathers and Mothers and participate in the contemplative practices they 
spent a lifetime exploring. The teachings of the Abbas and Ammas vary from one to 
the next, but their discovery was always the same: a deeper intimacy with God and a 
more truthful understanding of the self. In spending time with these Abbas 
and Ammas and practicing your own periods of solitude and silence over the forty 
days, the hope of this study is that you might begin to discover something similar for 
yourself. 
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Overview of the Weekly Format

Informal Gathering and Conversation (5-10 minutes) 

An informal time will occur before the leader formally gathers everyone together. This 
is an opportunity for you and the other participants to socialize and “check in” with 
each other. This allows you a few minutes to adjust your mind and intentions before 
the prayer time begins. These few minutes enable the leader to ensure everyone is 
present and make any last-minute adjustments. 

Welcome (2-5 Minutes) 

During the first meeting, the group leader will offer a few words of welcome, 
opportunities for self-introductions, and explain the goal of this small group study. In 
the weekly meetings that follow, the leader will simply welcome you back and begin 
with opening prayer and guided silence.  

Opening Prayer and Guided Silence (5-10 minutes) 

Each week will begin with an opening “saying” from a Desert Father or Mother 
followed by a guided invitation into a meditative silence, which the leader leads. The 
words from a Father or Mother begin the meeting in a prayerful spirit and focus the 
week. The mediation will not only help you to recall your experiences in prayer from 
the previous week, but it will also help you to better experience silence and prayer in 
the week ahead.    

Sharing Experiences (15-20 minutes) 

After the opening prayer and guided silence, the leader will invite you into a 
discussion about the previous week and your experiences of contemplation from that 
week. This form of “spiritual sharing” is at the heart of this small group study. We are 
learning together.  This means that you will be invited to share any learnings you had 
during your time in contemplation, such as a unique insight, challenge, an emotion, 
or even an awareness that revealed a connection between your life and the life of 
Christ. It is an opportunity for you to share your own story.  
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Please respect this time. There is no need to correct or discuss what another member 
has shared unless it is clear that clarification is what the person sharing would like. It 
will be up to you to listen in a manner that respects both the sharing experience and 
the other members of the group as they share.  

At the same time, you are invited to reflect on others’ experiences to gain new 
insights and be inspired by the words of other participants. If you are inspired or have 
learned something new, please feel free to share and encourage others in the group. 
There is, however, no obligation to share but a weekly opportunity.  
  

Orientation for the Next Week’s Practice (5-10 minutes) 

The group leader will read aloud the weekly reflection on the contemplative practice 
that will orientate the week ahead.  This will also allow group participants to ask 
questions about the practice and for the group leader to provide greater clarity if 
needed.  

Announcements (2-5 minutes) 

This is the time for your group leader to make any necessary announcements related 
to the group study's practical aspects, such as changes in meeting times or location, 
requests for refreshments, or any other issues related to preparation.   

Concluding Prayer (5 minutes) 

The format for concluding every week in prayer will include a wisdom saying from the 
desert, spontaneous petitions from the larger group, and saying together “The 
Grace.”  This prayer is as follows: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Love of God, 
and the Fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all, evermore. Amen.”   

Expected Meeting Length and Attendance 

The total time for each meeting should be about an hour and should not exceed one 
hour and fifteen minutes, including 10-15 minutes for the informal gathering. 
Following the conclusion of the meeting, continued casual social time may be 
provided (except week 6). If a meeting is missed, read the material for the next week, 
continue your daily exercises, and rejoin the group discussion the following week. 
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What to Bring with You: Preparing for Small 
Group meetings 

Your Small Group Booklet and Journal  

This booklet is your prayer guide that you will be asked to use daily. You are also 
being asked to keep a separate journal and make a daily entry. It need not be long, 
and it only needs to make sense to you. It is a personal journal that you may or may 
not want to share at the weekly meeting. Please remember to bring it and the Study 
Booklet with you in case a new insight is gained and you want to make a record of it.  

A Bible 

You will want to bring your own copy of the Bible to each weekly meeting. The daily 
passages contained in the Study Booklet are taken from the New Revised Standard 
Version (NRSV).  The Study Booklet provides an entire passage for each day, but it is a 
good practice to look it up for yourself and familiarize yourself with reading daily from 
the Bible. This will help you learn the practice of scriptural reading should you would 
like to continue this practice when the 40-day journey comes to an end.   

A Commitment to Confidentiality    

Members of the small group may share some personal thoughts and experiences that 
they would not want to be shared outside of the small group context and sacred 
space. Therefore, you are asked to remain committed to respecting the confidentiality 
of what is said and experienced in the small group. This is asked in the hopes of 
creating an environment where participants can feel safe and comfortable sharing 
their personal experiences.  

An Attitude of Gratitude and Openness 

As you enter into this small group study, you are asked to do so with an attitude of 
openness, gratitude and generosity.  This is certainly a study about prayer, 
contemplation and the quest to discover your true self in the presence of God. Yet, it 
is also a program anchored in a community experience of discovery. There is a 
popular saying that says, “Everyone you meet is fighting a battle you know nothing 
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about. Be kind. Always.” This is not a saying from any Desert Father or Mother, but it 
might as well be.  

Life can be incredibly difficult at times, and so can prayer and silence. The communal 
experience is a reminder that you are not only in this battle. Over the next 40 days, 
you will receive guidance, support and encouragement from others. You might get a 
glimpse of God at work in the life of another participant in the group, or a participant 
might offer you a word that seems like it came directly from the mouth of Christ. The 
Spirit of Christ will be present when two or three are gathered. This is a promise (Matt. 
18:20).  

It is also worth noting that you will not only receive from being in a group but that you 
will also give to the group. Your life is a gift to others and you give this gift through 
your attention when others are speaking, through listening without judgement, and 
through the times you share from your own story of where you see God working. 

Keep these two things in mind through the 40-day journey. You are not alone and 
your life is a gift, a gift you may choose to give to others.  

Suggested Further Reading 

All of the sayings in this booklet can be found in two collections of the sayings of the 
Desert Fathers, both collected and edited by Benedicta Ward.  Rowan Williams has 
also written an excellent introduction to these sayings and, if you find yourself 
wanting to explore contemplative prayer further, Martin Laird’s book on the subject is 
well worth your time.  

Laird, M. S. Into the Silent Land: The Practice of Contemplation. London: Oxford   
 University Press, 2006. 

Ward, Benedicta, ed. The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks. New   
 York: Penguin Books, 2003.  

Ward, Benedicta, ed. The Sayings of the Desert Fathers: The Alphabetical Collection.   
 Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publishing, 1984. 

Williams, Rowan. Where God Happens: Discovering Christ in One Another. Boston:   
 New Seeds, 2005. 
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PART ONE 
The Practice of Fleeing (Solitude) 

Introduction 

We all need a vacation in our lives, and it is quite normal to hear people talking about 
the need to get away and to have some time off, but true solitude is different. It is not 
a vacation. It can be awkward and uncomfortable, especially when first beginning.   

We are not used to being by ourselves.  We rely on connections with family and 
friends. The food and drink we consume provide sustenance, and exercise 
strengthens our bodies. Our places of employment can also give us a meaningful 
sense of meaning in life, especially our colleagues. After all, depending on the nature 
of your job, you might spend more time with those at work than with people in your 
own family.  There is also your family of faith, your church family. You might be very 
active in your church or not active at all, but your church family can significantly 
contribute to your sense of self.  

Speak to anyone who has experienced significant conflict at work, at church, or with 
their own family. It becomes immediately apparent just how influential these social 
aspects of life can be in defining who we are or, at least, who we think we are. This 
was Abba Antony’s great spiritual insight in the 300’s CE. He realized at a young age 
that if he was ever to know God and know himself truly, he needed to get away from 
all of the social compulsions that surrounded him. He needed to be alone with God.  
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In Athanasius' biography, The Life of Antony, we first meet this Desert Father.  The year 
is 270 CE. It was a Sunday morning, and the Christian contemplative tradition was 
about to begin. The words of Jesus from the Gospel lesson said the following: “If you 
wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, and you 
will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me (Matt. 19:21).” 

A young man was sitting 
in church that morning 
named Antony. Upon 
hearing this scripture, he 
did exactly as Jesus had 
said. He sold everything 
he had, left his family and 
friends, and headed out 
into the Egyptian desert 
hoping to find the 
“treasure in heaven” that 
Jesus had promised.   

Thousands of people 
would soon follow Antony 
into the Egyptian desert and other Middle Eastern desert locations. A spiritual 
awakening was taking place, and Antony’s unique contribution to this awakening was 
the importance he placed on solitude in the journey of faith. In one of the sayings 
attributed to Abba Antony (now Saint Antony), he says the following: 

 Fish die if they stay on dry land, and in the same way monks who stay outside   
 their cell or remain with secular people fall away from their vow of quiet. As a   
 fish must return to the sea, so we must go to our cell, in case by staying outside, 
 we forget to watch inside.’  

This saying is an almost perfect summary of what Antony had discovered through his 
life of solitude. Many voices compete for our attention, and many social compulsions 
attempt to tell us who we are and how we should feel about ourselves. Antony 
identified these compulsions and responded in kind. There was only one Voice that 
mattered to him, and the path to hearing this Voice was laid through the work of 
solitude.  
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Solitude is the first contemplative practice of the desert movement. It is a spiritual 
practice grounded in the Christian tradition since the time of Jesus, but it is also a  
practice that is easy to neglect, forget, or ignore entirely.  This is why the lives and 
words of the Desert Fathers and Mothers are so important. They teach us that 
withdrawing from the noise, distraction, and busyness of life from time to time is 
absolutely necessary if one is to discover their true self as defined by God alone and 
nothing else. 

Exercises for the Week 

The first exercise of this journey is to create a sacred space for you to be alone for an 
extended period every day. This might be a room in your house or a hidden and 
unique place at work. The point is to get away from all that might distract you so that 
you can be still with God and present with yourself.  It might also be helpful to light a 
candle as a reminder that the Spirit is present with you as you embody this space.  

Your second exercise is to spend 2 minutes in silence daily. Try not to think about 
anything and clear your mind of all your thoughts. If it helps, set a timer for two 
minutes. This might be difficult, so be kind to yourself. It is normal to struggle if you 
are not used to silence.  
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Day 1 - Ash Wednesday

Scripture 

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 

through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ, God 
was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 

entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, 
since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be 
reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in 

him we might become the righteousness of God. 
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Saying from Amma Syncletica 

Syncletica said, ‘If you live in a monastic 
community, do not wander from place to place; 
if you do, it will harm you. If a hen stops sitting 

on the eggs she will hatch no chickens. The 
person that goes from place to place grows 

cold and dead in faith.’  

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 63)  



As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of God in 
vain. For he says, “At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of 

salvation I have helped you.” See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of 
salvation! 

2 Corinthians 5:17-6:2 

Prayer  

Almighty and everlasting God, 
you despise nothing you have made 

and forgive the sins of all who are penitent. 
Create and make in me new and contrite heart,  

that, worthily lamenting my sins 
and acknowledging my brokenness, 

I may obtain of you, the God of all mercy, 
perfect remission and forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ the Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  

one God, forever and ever. Amen. 

Reflection 

As you begin this Lenten journey,  be truthful to your own experience in your 
journaling and remember that you only need to share with the larger group what you 
feel comfortable in sharing. The question proposed for each day is only suggestive. 
Give your heart and mind free-range and allow the Spirit to speak to you in your quiet 
moments alone.  

A few questions to consider today: What do you think about Syncletica’s image of a 
hen sitting on eggs and as an illustration of the importance of solitude? How is 
“busyness” stopping you from making solitude more of a priority in your life? What 
can Christ make new in your life right now that you would like to be made new? 
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Day 2 - Thursday After Ash Wednesday

Scripture 

See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey 
the commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today, by loving 
the Lord your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, 
and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord your God 

will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. But if your heart turns away 
and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, I 
declare to you today that you shall perish; you shall not live long in the land that you 

are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness 
against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. 
Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your God, 

obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so 
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Saying from Abba Antony 

Somebody asked Antony, ‘What shall I do in order 
to please God?’ He replied. ‘Do what I tell you, 

which is this: wherever you go, keep God in mind; 
whatever you do, follow the example of holy 

Scripture; wherever you are, stay there and do not 
move away in a hurry. If you keep to these 

guidelines, you will be saved.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 8)  



that you may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your ancestors, to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. 

Deuteronomy 30:15-20 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty and everlasting God, 
you despise nothing you have made 

and forgive the sins of all who are penitent. 
Create and make in me new and contrite heart,  

that, worthily lamenting my sins 
and acknowledging my brokenness, 

I may obtain of you, the God of all mercy, 
perfect remission and forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ the Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  

one God, forever and ever. Amen. 

Reflection 

The Desert Fathers and Mothers were adamant that consistently remaining in one 
physical place, one single location, was crucial to the spiritual life. Pay attention to 
your bodily sensations today.  When you are still in solitude, does it have any physical 
effect on your body? Is it a challenge, physically, to be still? Why or why not?  

What, if any, are the connections between finding solitude and “choosing life?” 
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Day 3 - Friday After Ash Wednesday

Scripture 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 
For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 

Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, 
so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment. 

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, 
you will not despise. 

Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, 

Psalm 51:1-4, 17-18 
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Saying from Abba Macarius 

Macarius the Great said to the brothers in Scetis 
after a service in church, ‘Flee, my brothers.’ One 
of the brothers said to him, ‘Abba, where can we 
flee when we are already in the desert?’ He put 
his finger upon his lips and said: ‘I tell you, you 

must flee this.’ Then he went into his cell, shut the 
door, and remained alone. 

When (Ward, The Desert Fathers, 24) 



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty and everlasting God, 
you despise nothing you have made 

and forgive the sins of all who are penitent. 
Create and make in me new and contrite heart,  

that, worthily lamenting my sins 
and acknowledging my brokenness, 

I may obtain of you, the God of all mercy, 
perfect remission and forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ the Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  

one God, forever and ever. Amen. 

Reflection 

Today’s saying from Macarius is particularly challenging when it comes to the nature 
of solitude. The modern equivalent to the brother’s question to Macarius might be a 
question concerning the value of spending hours binge-watching a television show.  
Returning home after a long and challenging day at work and spending the next six 
hours watching a screen may feel like a needed break, but is it? Is this really what your 
mind, body and soul most desire?  

Are you a frequent “binge-watcher?” How do you feel before and after a “bingeing 
marathon?”  What does solitude look and feel like for you? What do you need to do 
to make solitude and silence consistent practices in your life?    
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Day 4 - Saturday After Ash Wednesday

Scripture 

If you remove the yoke from among you, 
the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 

if you offer your food to the hungry 
and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 

then your light shall rise in the darkness 
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An Anonymous Saying  

There were three friends, serious men, who became 
monks. One of them chose to make peace between 

men who were at odds, as it is written, ‘Blessed are the 
peacemakers’ (Matt. 5:9). The second chose to visit the 
sick. The third chose to go away to be quiet in solitude. 
Now the first, toiling among contentions, was not able 
to settle all quarrels and, overcome with weariness, he 
went to him who tended the sick, and found hims also 
failing in spirit and unable to carry out his purpose. So 

the two went away to see hims who had withdrawn into 
the desert, and they told him their troubles. They asked 

him to tell them how he himself had fared. He was 
silent for a while, and then poured water into a vessel 
and said, ‘Look at the water.’ and it was murky. After a 

little while he said again, ‘See now, how clear the water 
has become.’ As they looked into the water they saw 
their own faces, as in a mirror. Then he said to them, 
‘So it is with anyone who lives in a crowd; because of 
the turbulence, he does not see his sins: but when he 

has been quiet, above all in solitude, then he 
recognizes his own faults.’ 

(Ward, Alphabetical Collection, 11)  



and your gloom be like the noonday. 
The Lord will guide you continually, 

and satisfy your needs in parched places, 
and make your bones strong; 

and you shall be like a watered garden, 
like a spring of water, 

whose waters never fail. 

Isaiah 58:9b-11 

Prayer  

Almighty and everlasting God, 
you despise nothing you have made 

and forgive the sins of all who are penitent. 
Create and make in me new and contrite heart,  

that, worthily lamenting my sins 
and acknowledging my brokenness, 

I may obtain of you, the God of all mercy, 
perfect remission and forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ the Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  

one God, forever and ever. Amen. 

Reflection 

In what ways do you consider withdrawing to solitude a gift? In what ways do you 
think solitude to be a task? Do you see any similarities between today’s reading from 
Isaiah and the Anonymous saying from the desert? 

Secondly, now that you have experienced an entire week practicing solitude, are 
there any commitments you want to make to this practice for after your time in this 
small group?  This question will be helpful at the end of the workbook, where you will 
be asked to craft a Rule of Life. 
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PART TWO 
The Practice of Fasting 

Introduction 

For many people, the idea of fasting can come across as an impossibility, a spiritual 
“nonstarter.” They convince themselves that it is too dangerous, too complicated, too 
impractical and, as a consequence, it never happens. This topic recently came up in a 
conversation with a friend of mine. “I just can’t do it,” he said, and there was no 
convincing him otherwise.  

The aversion that many people have towards fasting says something about the power 
of our appetites. Of all the spiritual practices, fasting seems to be one of the most 
misunderstood and seemingly complex. Maybe this has something to do with our 
misconceptions of this practice? Spiritual fasting is not about setting aside a few 
meals to lose weight, and it is not a unique method of earning God’s favour in a 
particular situation. It is primarily about our interior life. Fasting from the material 
things in life can bring light and energy to the spiritual things in life.  

The Desert Fathers and Mothers teach us that our interior desires become exposed 
through the practice of fasting. Think about what goes through your mind when 
sitting at a restaurant trying to decide what to eat. Do you ever hear yourself saying, 
“What do I feel like eating right now?” What do I feel like? There is an emotional, 
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interior aspect to our appetites, and fasting helps to expose these emotions so that 
they might be examined further with God.   

Understood in this manner, fasting is not so much about not eating. It is about dealing 
with the emotional aspect of the spiritual life. It trains our desires to seek heavenly 
things so that we are not always focused on our daily needs and wants. When we fast, 
we are disciplining ourselves to consume a different energy source, a spiritual Source.  

There is a story in John’s Gospel where Jesus sends out his disciples to get food. 
While they are away, he has a 
lengthy conversation with a 
woman at a well, and when they 
return with food, he is no 
longer hungry. Jesus then tells 
the woman, and his disciples, 
that they must seek God if they 
want their deeper hunger 
satisfied.  “I have food to eat 
that you do not know about,” 
says Jesus. “My food is to do 
the will of him who sent me 
(John 4:32-34).”   

This is where a Christian understanding of fasting begins. It is about training our 
desires to seek the life that Jesus offers. Abba John the Short says this about fasting: 

 If a king wanted to take possession of his enemy's city, he would begin by   
 cutting off the water and the food and so his enemies, dying of hunger, would   
 submit to him. It is the same with the passions of the flesh: if a man goes about   
 fasting and hungry the enemies of his soul grow weak. (Ward, The Alphabetical 
 Collection, 86) 

Amma Syncletica offers a similar approach to understanding this practice. She taught 
that fasting and prayer would drive away evil thoughts. She also taught her friends to 
practice fasting as a way of life and not do it in spurts. This was a way of embracing 
moderation in one’s spiritual life. Fasting was viewed as essential but not radical.  
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In the lives of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, therefore, fasting was understood as a 
way to expose the spiritual desires of the heart. Our food, emotions, and desires are 
all intimately connected. This connection will become apparent this week through 
your own commitment to fasting. The moment you begin your fast, you will probably 
notice how quickly you desire the very things you have decided to avoid. This is how 
fasting works. It shows us how deeply we are connected to what we use to feed 
ourselves and our souls.  

Exercises for the Week 

Fasting is often thought of as a spiritual exercise connected to food, and rightfully so. 
We feed ourselves food for the belly because this is what our belly desires and, by 
abstaining from food, we start to discover what our soul desires.  This week, however, 
you are invited to approach fasting more broadly. Yes, abstaining from food is 
important, but we feed ourselves in other ways. We feed our ego and pride, and even 
our attention.  

With this in mind, you will have three daily spiritual exercises to attempt this week.  
The first is easy. You are already an expert. Continue spending 2 minutes every day in 
silence. If you want to challenge yourself further, double your silence and attempt 4 
minutes.  

The second exercise is to attempt a fast every day, either at lunch or dinner. Use this 
time to enter into your sacred space and to practice silence.  

The third exercise is an invitation to turn off your television and computer and put 
your smartphone away every evening at 6 o’clock. There may be good reasons why 
you cannot do so, but try your best this week to experience a “digital fast.”  
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Day 5 - First Sunday in Lent

Scripture 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 
wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all 

during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. The devil said to him, 
“If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” Jesus 

answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’” 

Luke 4:1-4 
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Saying from Abba Isidore the 
Priest 

 
'If you fast regularly, do not be inflated 

with pride, but if you think highly of 
yourself because of it, then you had better 
eat meat. It is better for a man to eat meat 

than to be inflated with pride and to 
glorify himself.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 107)



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

What are the parts of your life that need the work of God’s Spirit to discipline? Is the 
amount or types of food you eat concerning? What about the amount of time you 
spend online or watching television? Is there something else that has taken over your 
life and needs discipline?  

Search your heart and ask God to reveal to you the places you would rather not be 
revealed. What is God saying to you about these places? 
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Day 6 - Monday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to all the congregation of the people of 
Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.  

You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another. And 
you shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the name of your God: I am the 

Lord. 
You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for 
yourself the wages of a laborer until morning. You shall not revile the deaf or put a 

stumbling block before the blind; you shall fear your God: I am the Lord. 
You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer 
to the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbor. You shall not go around as a 

slanderer[a] among your people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your 
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Saying from Abba Poemen 

Joseph asked Poemen, ‘How should we fast?’ 
Poemen said, ‘I suggest that everyone 

should eat a little less than he wants, every 
day.’ Joseph said to him, ‘When you were a 
young man, didn’t you fast for two days on 
end?’ He said to him, ‘That’s right, I used to 
fast three days on end, even for a week. But 

the great hermits have tested all these 
things, and they found that it is good to eat 
something every day, but on some days a 

little less. They have shown us that this is the 
king’s highway, for it is easy and light.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 99)



neighbor: I am the Lord. 
You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, 

or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against 
any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord. 

Leviticus 19:1-2, 11-18 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

There are real dangers associated with fasting, especially in today’s image-saturated 
culture. What are some consequences when reading about the goodness of fasting at 
a time when our cultural views of beauty result in some people, especially women, 
punishing their bodies? Is this an issue in your own life? How might Poemen’s view of 
fasting speak a word of grace into this situation?  

Does the commandment not to covet resonate with you in any way when it comes to 
the body? 
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Day 7 - Tuesday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

Come, O children, listen to me; 
I will teach you the fear of the Lord. 

Which of you desires life, 
and covets many days to enjoy good? 

Keep your tongue from evil, 
and your lips from speaking deceit. 

Depart from evil, and do good; 
seek peace, and pursue it. 

The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, 
and his ears are open to their cry. 

Psalm 34:11-15 
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Saying from Abba Daniel 

Daniel said, ‘If the body is strong, the 
soul weakens. If the body weakens, 

the soul is strong.’ He also said, ‘If the 
body is prosperous, the soul grows 

lean; if the body is lean, the soul 
grows prosperous.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 92)



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

What is most difficult for you to discipline: eating, sleeping, looking, speaking, or 
maybe your online writing and commenting? Why is this an issue for you?  

What does fasting from this area in your life look like for you?  
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Day 8 - Wednesday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

No one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar, but on the lampstand so that those who 
enter may see the light. Your eye is the lamp of your body. If your eye is healthy, your 

whole body is full of light; but if it is not healthy, your body is full of darkness. 
Therefore consider whether the light in you is not darkness. If then your whole body is 
full of light, with no part of it in darkness, it will be as full of light as when a lamp gives 

you light with its rays.”  

Luke 11:33-36 
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Saying from Abba Arsenius 

A brother asked Arsenius to give him 
advice. He said to him, ‘As far as 

possible, try hard to make your inner 
progress as God would have it, and by 

this overcome the passions of the body.’ 
He also said, ‘If we seek God, he will 

appear to us; if we grasp Him, He will 
stay with us.’ 

(Ward, The  Desert Fathers, 118)



Prayer  

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

Jesus speaks about a connection between the body (the eye) and the soul. Are you 
noticing any connections between your physical and spiritual self in your fasting?  

How are you feeling physically this week? 

Are you learning anything about yourself spiritually, physically, or emotionally through 
this week’s practice?  
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Day 9 - Thursday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the 
door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who 
searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. Is there 

anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone? Or if the child 
asks for a fish, will give a snake? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts 
to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those 

who ask him!” 

2 Corinthians 5:17-6:2 

34

Saying from Amma Syncletica  

‘Do not let yourself be seduced by the 
delights of the riches of the world, as 

though they contained something useful 
on account of vain pleasure. Worldly 

people esteem the culinary art, but you, 
through fasting and thanks to cheap 
food, go beyond their abundance of 
food. It is written: “He who is sated 

loathes honey.” (Prov. 27.7) Do not fill 
yourself with bread and you will not 

desire wine.’ 

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 231)



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

When and what was your last act of goodness towards someone else?  

Why did you do it?  

How has God been good to you? 
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Day 10 - Friday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. 
Lord, hear my voice. 

Let your ears be attentive 
to the voice of my supplications! 

If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, 
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Saying from Abba Ares 

Abba Abraham went to see Abba Ares. They were 
sitting together when a brother came to the old man 

and said to him, 'Tell me what I must do to be 
saved.' He replied, 'Go, and for the whole of this 
year eat only bread and salt in the evening. Then 
come back here and I will talk to you again.' The 

monk went away and did this. When the year was 
over he came back to Abba Ares. Now by chance it 

happened that Abba Abraham was there again. 
Once more the old man said to the brother, 'Go, and 
for the whole of this year fast for two days at a time.' 
When the brother had gone, Abba Abraham said to 
Abba Ares, 'Why do you prescribe an easy yoke to 

all the brethren, while you impose such a heavy 
burden on this brother?' The old man replied, 'How I 

send them away depends upon what the brethren 
came to seek. Now it is for the sake of God that this 
one comes to hear a word, for he is a hard worker 

and what I tell him he carries out eagerly. It is 
because of this that I speak the word of God to him.’ 

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 34)



Lord, who could stand? 
But there is forgiveness with you, 

so that you may be revered.  
I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, 

and in his word I hope; 
my soul waits for the Lord 

more than those who watch for the morning, 
more than those who watch for the morning. 

O Israel, hope in the Lord! 
For with the Lord there is steadfast love, 
and with him is great power to redeem. 

It is he who will redeem Israel 
from all its iniquities.  

Psalm 130 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

In today’s saying from Abba Ares, whom do you identify with the most? Do you see 
yourself more as Abba Ares, Abba Abraham or the pilgrim desperately searching for 
God and working hard in the process?  

Do you see any wisdom in Ares’ saying regarding the social comparisons you make in 
your own life? Why or why not?  
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Day 11 - Saturday of the First Week of Lent

Scripture 

This very day the Lord your God is commanding you to observe these statutes and 
ordinances; so observe them diligently with all your heart and with all your soul. 

 Today you have obtained the Lord’s agreement: to be your God; and for you to walk 
in his ways, to keep his statutes, his commandments, and his ordinances, and to obey 
him. Today the Lord has obtained your agreement: to be his treasured people, as he 

promised you, and to keep his commandments; for him to set you high above all 
nations that he has made, in praise and in fame and in honor; and for you to be a 

people holy to the Lord your God, as he promised.  

Deuteronomy 26:16-19 
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Saying from Abba Antony 

‘ I no longer fear God, but I love Him. For 
love casts out fear.'  He also said, 'Always 

have the fear of God before your eyes. 
Remember him who gives death and 

life.’   

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 8) 



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son fasted forty days in the wilderness,  

and was tempted as we are but did not sin, 
give us grace to discipline ourselves  

in submission to your Spirit, 
that as you know our weakness, 

so we may know your power to save;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Reflection 

Abba Antony’s words today about loving and not fearing God might be a summary of 
the entire desert movement. Do you think Antony’s understanding of God’s love is 
more significant because he first passed through fear?  

Do you have any spiritual fears? Has fasting this week brought anything of those fears 
to the surface?  

Now that you have experienced fasting in various ways this week, are there any 
commitments you want to make to this practice for after your time in this small group?  
This question will be helpful at the end of the workbook, where you will be asked to 
craft a Rule of Life. 
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PART THREE 
The Practice of Prayer 

Introduction 

This week the focus is on the practice of prayer. We often think about prayer in terms 
of our words, but prayer is much more than our words. It is also our intention before 
God.  Christian prayer begins as we move towards God in intimacy and address God 
as the divine ‘you.’  Think about the way we begin prayer on Sunday mornings, saying, 
“Almighty God, to you all hearts are open….” God is the ‘you’ to which our worship 
and prayers are directed. The use of the word ‘you’ indicates familiarity. We are 
praying to the God that we know personally, and we speak to God as we might speak 
to a parent or friend.  

Beyond this first insight, it might be helpful to think about prayer in both a general 
sense and in a particular sense.  Prayer, in a general sense, means all of the activity in 
which we raise our hearts and minds to God, this divine ‘you.’ The silent cry of a lover 
in mourning, the motions made when signing the cross, or simply sitting quietly in a 
church - all of this is prayer. Therefore, prayer in a general sense is about our inner 
intention to communicate with the divine ‘you’ expressed in various ways, such as 
cries of joy or pain, total silence, or through various rituals like sharing in the 
Eucharist.  
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The other sense of prayer, the particular sense, is understood in the words that we 
speak when addressing God directly. Sometimes these prayers can take on a classic 
form, such as the words of the Lord’s Prayer, and sometimes they are much more 
spontaneous such as, “Thank you, Jesus, for this wonderful sunset,” or “God, I need 
you right now. I’m desperate. Help!” 

In the lives of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, we find both kinds of prayer: some 
experienced prayer silently while others spoke daily set prayers and repetitiously.  We 
also see in the lives of desert hermits men and women who struggled with prayer. “I 
may be wrong,” says one 
Abba, “but I think nothing 
needs so much effort as 
prayer to God (Ward, The 
Desert Fathers, 130).” Many 
people can relate to this 
effort, and sadly, because 
prayer seems like an effort, 
they no longer make time for 
it.  

The Desert Fathers and 
Mothers teach us to keep at 
it. The aim of their prayer life 
was as simple as it was 
demanding.  It was to “pray without ceasing” as commanded in the scriptures (1 
Thessalonians 5:17). However, this command was difficult to obey, and these so-
called “experts” struggled greatly. Yet, by around the period of St. Benedict in the 
early 500’s CE, the idea of “unceasing prayer” was primarily understood in the 
general sense of prayer. Prayer was, and is, about keeping alive in one’s heart the 
memory of God at every moment of the day and night. It is about our intention. 

Think about those you love the most. You probably find your heart turning towards 
them spontaneously and at the strangest of times.  This is what the Desert Fathers and 
Mothers call “purity of heart,” a purity that enables us to be aware of the “you” of God 
at all times.  But a prayer life that encourages this kind of spiritual awareness demands 
time and practice.   
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Exercises for the Week 

With the above understanding of prayer in mind, your spiritual exercises this week are 
two-fold. The first, and ongoing exercise, is to continue spending time every day in 
silence. This week's challenge will now be to spend 4 minutes in total and 
undisturbed silence.  

The second exercise is connected to the first and will take a few moments to set up on 
your first day this week. Begin by finding 25 beads or similar small objects, and make 
a pile in front of you. Before starting your four minutes of undisturbed silence every 
day, say the following prayer twenty-five times in a row. This prayer is often called 
“The Jesus Prayer,” and it was developed in the desert as a method of focusing a 
person’s silence. The prayer is this: Jesus Christ…. Son of God…have mercy on me… 
a sinner. 

Concentrate on your breathing. Slow it down. Breathe in silently and say to yourself as 
you breathe out, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

Lastly, every time you say the Jesus Prayer, remove a bead (or similar object) from the 
pile in front of you. This way, you will not need to count to 25. The goal is for this 
exercise to lead you further into your silence, so don’t get too caught up in the 
technique.  
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Day 12 - Second Sunday of Lent

Scripture 

Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and 
James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the 

appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly 
they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in glory and were 
speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. Now Peter 

and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed 
awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. Just as they were 

leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three 
dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” —not knowing what he 

said. While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were 
terrified as they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This 
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Saying from Abba Antony 

Antony said, ‘The person who sits alone 
and is quiet has escaped from three 
wars: hearing, speaking, seeing: but 

there is one thing against which a 
person must continually fight: that is, his 

or her own heart. 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 8)



is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found 
alone. And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had 

seen. 

Luke 9:28-36 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Do you think Antony is correct? Is prayer like a war that must be fought? 

If prayer is a war, where are the battlegrounds that prove to be the best for you? For 
example, some people find it helpful to pray inside a church and follow a liturgy or 
have someone else lead them in prayer.  Other people prefer to be outside and feel a 
special closeness to God through creation. Where is your preferred place of prayer? 

Where is your place of prayer, and why is this place preferred above others?  What 
does this preference say about you? 
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Day 13 - Monday in the Second Week of Lent

 

Scripture 

Do not remember against us the iniquities of our ancestors; 
let your compassion come speedily to meet us, 

for we are brought very low. 
Help us, O God of our salvation, 

for the glory of your name; 
deliver us, and forgive our sins, 

for your name’s sake. 
Why should the nations say, 

“Where is their God?” 
Let the avenging of the outpoured blood of your servants 

be known among the nations before our eyes. 
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Saying from Abba Agatho 

The brothers asked Agatho, ‘Abba, which 
virtue in our way of life needs most effort to 
acquire?’ He said to them, ‘I may be wrong 
but I think nothing needs so much effort as 
prayer to God. If anyone wants to pray, the 
demons try to interrupt the prayer, for they 

know that prayer is the only thing that 
hinders them. All the other efforts in a 
religious life, whether they are made 

vehemently or gently, have room for a 
measure of rest. But we need to pray till our 

dying breath. That is the great struggle.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 130)



Let the groans of the prisoners come before you; 
according to your great power preserve those doomed to die. 

Return sevenfold into the bosom of our neighbors  
the taunts with which they taunted you, O Lord! 
Then we your people, the flock of your pasture, 

will give thanks to you forever; 
from generation to generation we will recount your praise. 

(Psalm 79:8-13) 

Prayer  

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection  

In what ways do you consider prayer a struggle? Can you think of a time when prayer 
was not a struggle but came quickly?  What do you think made that time easier? What 
would you say to yourself today about that particular time from the past? 
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Day 14 - Tuesday in the Second Week of Lent

Scripture 

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, “The scribes and the Pharisees sit 
on Moses’ seat; therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as 
they do, for they do not practice what they teach. They tie up heavy burdens, hard to 

bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift 
a finger to move them. They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make 

their phylacteries broad and their fringes long. They love to have the place of honor 
at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues, and to be greeted with respect in 
the marketplaces, and to have people call them rabbi. But you are not to be called 

rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all students. And call no one your father 
on earth, for you have one Father—the one in heaven. Nor are you to be called 

instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah. The greatest among you will be 
your servant. All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble 

themselves will be exalted. 

Matthew 23:1-12 
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Saying from Abba Zeno 

Abba Zeno said, “If a man wants God to 
hear his prayer quickly, then before he 
prays for anything else, even his own 

soul, when he stands and stretches out 
his hands towards God, he must pray 

with all his heart for his enemies. 
Through this action God will hear 

everything that he asks.”’  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 67)



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Abba Zeno's words today bring to mind a similar lesson given by Jesus (Matt. 5:44). 
We are to pray for our enemies. This is often easier said than done. It can be 
challenging to pray for others when they have hurt us, and the hurt is great.  

In your journal reflection, think about the hurts of the past and the people responsible 
for those hurts.  Are you still holding on to the pain? Are you able to pray for the 
people responsible for this pain? 

49



Day 15 - Wednesday in the Second Week of Lent

Scripture 

In you, O Lord, I seek refuge; 
do not let me ever be put to shame; 

in your righteousness deliver me. 
Incline your ear to me; 

rescue me speedily. 
Be a rock of refuge for me, 

a strong fortress to save me.  
You are indeed my rock and my fortress; 

for your name’s sake lead me and guide me, 
take me out of the net that is hidden for me, 

for you are my refuge.  
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An Anonymous Saying 

They said that on Saturday evening Arsenius 
used to turn his back to the setting sun and 
stretch out his hands towards heaven and 

pray until, at dawn on Sunday, the rising sun 
lit up his face, and then he sat down again. 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 130)



Into your hand I commit my spirit; 
you have redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God. 

For I hear the whispering of many 
—terror all around!— 

as they scheme together against me, 
as they plot to take my life. 
But I trust in you, O Lord; 
I say, “You are my God.” 

My times are in your hand; 
deliver me from the hand of my enemies and persecutors.  

Let your face shine upon your servant; 
save me in your steadfast love. 

Psalm 31:1-5, 13-16 

Prayer  

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

How, if at all, is your time in prayer this week leading you to a more profound 
experience of intimacy with God? What, if anything, is the practice of prayer teaching 
you about yourself? 
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Day 16 - Thursday in the Second Week of Lent

Scripture 

Thus says the Lord: 
Cursed are those who trust in mere mortals 

    and make mere flesh their strength, 
   whose hearts turn away from the Lord.  
They shall be like a shrub in the desert, 
    and shall not see when relief comes. 

They shall live in the parched places of the wilderness, 
    in an uninhabited salt land. 

Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, 
  whose trust is the Lord. 

They shall be like a tree planted by water, 
    sending out its roots by the stream. 
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Saying from Abba Joseph 

Lot went to Joseph and said, ‘Abba, as 
far as I can, I keep a moderate rule, with 

a little fasting, and prayer, and 
meditation, and quiet: and as far as I can 
I try to cleanse my heart of evil thoughts. 
What else should I do?’ Then the hermit 

stood up and spread out his hands to 
heaven, and his fingers shone like ten 
flames of fire, and he said, ‘If you will, 

you can become all flame.’  

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 131)



It shall not fear when heat comes, 
    and its leaves shall stay green; 

in the year of drought it is not anxious, 
    and it does not cease to bear fruit. 

I the Lord test the mind 
    and search the heart, 

to give to all according to their ways, 
    according to the fruit of their doings. 

Jeremiah 17:5-8, 10 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

In the saying from Abba Joseph, a particularly intense religious experience is 
depicted. Not everyone would report a similar experience in prayer, but sometimes 
our prayers can lead to feelings of intensity that we weren’t expecting.  Has this 
happened to you? Are you able to describe the experience?  
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Day 17 - Friday in the Second Week of Lent

Scripture 

Jesus said, “Whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand 
and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by 
others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But whenever you pray, go 

into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your 
Father who sees in secret will reward you. When you are praying, do not heap up 

empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard because of 
their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before 

you ask him.” 

Matthew 6:5-8 
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Saying from Abba Macarius  

Some brothers asked Macarius, ‘How should 
we pray?’ He said, ‘There is no need to talk 

much in prayer. Reach out your hands often, 
and say, “Lord have mercy on me, as you will 

and as you know.” But if conflict troubles 
you, say, “Lord, help me.” He knows what is 

best for us, and has mercy.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 132) 



Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What do you know about yourself that you cannot, or will not, communicate for others 
to see?   

What is your most personal, and perhaps most beautiful, secret? 
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Day 18 - Saturday in the Second Week of Lent

Scripture 

Bless the Lord, O my soul, 
   and all that is within me, 
    bless his holy name. 

Bless the Lord, O my soul, 
    and do not forget all his benefits— 

who forgives all your iniquity, 
    who heals all your diseases, 

who redeems your life from the Pit, 
    who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 

who satisfies you with good as long as you live 
    so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 
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Saying about Abba Peter 

Peter, a priest of Dios, when he prayed with 
others, ought to have stood in front, 

because he was a priest but because of his 
humility he stood behind saying, “This is 

what is written in the life of Saint Anthony.’ 
He did this without annoying anyone.  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 207)



The Lord works vindication 
    and justice for all who are oppressed. 

He made known his ways to Moses, 
    his acts to the people of Israel. 
The Lord is merciful and gracious, 

    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
He will not always accuse, 

    nor will he keep his anger forever. 
He does not deal with us according to our sins, 

    nor repay us according to our iniquities. 
For as the heavens are high above the earth, 

    so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; 
as far as the east is from the west, 

    so far he removes our transgressions from us. 
As a father has compassion for his children, 

    so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him. 

(Psalm 103:1-13) 

Prayer for the Week 

Almighty God, 
whose Son was revealed in majesty 

before he suffered death upon the cross, 
give us faith to perceive his glory, 

that being strengthened by his grace 
we may be changed into his likeness, from glory to glory;  

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Now that you have experienced a week of contemplative prayer and have practiced 
the Jesus Prayer faithfully in this same week, are there any commitments you want to 
make to this practice for after your time in this small group?  This question will be 
helpful at the end of the workbook, where you will be asked to craft a Rule of Life. 
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PART FOUR 
The Practice of Silence

Introduction 

Have you noticed how awkward silence can sometimes be? Think about standing in a 
crowded and silent elevator, waiting at the doctor’s office for your name to be called, 
or sitting around a table with strangers at a party. These awkward silences can be 
unpleasant. On the other hand, there is also a type of silence that can console us. 
Think about a sleeping child, a still lake, or the quietness of a candlelit church.  

The challenge for many people is to find good silence in their lives, the silence that 
consoles. And the reason that this is a challenge is because the opposite of silence is 
so loud. What is the opposite of silence?  

Noise.  

Noise comes at us in various ways and forms, and it is almost impossible to get away 
from in our modern lives. For many people, the day begins with the noise of an alarm.  
The smartphone is soon checked for messages and posts, music played during the 
morning shower, and it is not unusual to have the television turned on during 
breakfast.  The morning noise has flooded the senses even before the workday has 
begun, and this noise is only intensified for those parents with young children. 
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Thus, the challenge for people today is to find moments of good silence throughout 
their busy days, but perhaps an even more significant challenge is to discover this 
silence inside of themselves. It is one thing to silence the noise that comes to us from 
the outside, but it is quite another to silence the noise within.  

There are different kinds of inner 
noise, but the first noise that most 
people encounter when trying to 
be silent is often called “the noise 
inside my head” or the “monkey 
mind.” It is a phenomenon that 
happens as our thoughts race in 
all sorts of directions and all at 
once. These thoughts might be as 
simple as, “What should I eat for 
lunch,” or they could be more 
distressing such as, “I wish I were more attractive.” The problem with this “noise inside 
my head” is that it has a way of bringing all sorts of hidden thoughts to the surface, 
and they are not always easy to confront.   

Our response to the more difficult noise inside our head is dictated, in part, by how 
our spiritual lives are formed or not formed. Silence is part of this formation. In 
silence, our attachment to the more destructive noises inside ourselves - the noise of 
pride, desire, shame, or the praise and insults of others - begins to weaken slowly. 
This is illustrated in a saying from Abba Macarius: 

A brother came to see Abba Macarius the Egyptian, and said to him, ‘Abba, 
give me a word, that I may be saved.’ So the old man said, ‘Go to the cemetery 
and insult the dead.’ The brother went there, insulted them and threw stones 
at them; then he returned and told the old man about it. The latter said to him, 
‘Didn’t they say anything to you?’ He replied, ‘No.’ The old man said, ‘Go back 
tomorrow and praise them.’ So the brother went away and praised them, 
calling them ‘Apostles, saints and righteous men.’ He returned to the old man 
and said to him, ‘I have complimented them.’ And the old man said to him, 
‘Did they not answer you?’ The brother said no. The old man said to him, ‘You 
know how you insulted them and they did not reply, and how you praised 
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them and they did not speak; so you too if you wish to be saved must do the 
same and become a dead man. Like the dead, take no account of either the 
scorn of men or their praises, and you can be saved.’ (Ward, The Alphabetical 
Collection, 132) 

The wisdom in this saying is found in the insight that our identity is neither 
strengthened by the praise of others nor weakened by their insults. The dead in this 
story refuse to respond to the hermit’s insults or compliments. They have silenced the 
words and opinions of the hermit and are literally dead to them. The value of their 

lives, much like our own, was to be 
found elsewhere and not in the 
opinions of a shouting hermit. 

Silence in the desert, therefore, had 
a purpose. It was a way of fleeing 
from the distracting noise of life, 
confronting the more insidious noise 
inside one’s head, and of slowing 
beginning to detach from this noise’s 
influencing power. The only noise 
that mattered to the Fathers and 

Mothers was the noise of God’s voice 
because, in listening for this voice, one’s authentic self, the true self, was found.   

Exercise for the Week 

You might be wondering what a reasonable length of silence might be if it is to have 
any effect on your life. The experts on silence often suggest 30 minutes in the 
morning and 30 minutes at night. This might eventually be a reasonable length of 
time to achieve, but it is near impossible for those not accustomed to silence.  

So far, you have been asked to spend at least three minutes a day in silence and 
mediation. It is now time to advance towards a deeper silence. Begin with five 
minutes in the morning and add an additional five minutes at night. This will establish 
a rhythm framing your day in silence and contemplation, but plan accordingly.  If you 
are going to spend five minutes achieving real interior silence, it may well take 
another five minutes to reach a place of stillness.   
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Day 19 - Third Sunday of Lent 

Scripture 

I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors were all 
under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in 
the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same 

spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock 
was Christ. Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them, and they were 

struck down in the wilderness. 
 

Now these things occurred as examples for us, so that we might not desire evil as they 
did… We must not put Christ to the test, as some of them did, and were destroyed by 

serpents. And do not complain as some of them did, and were destroyed by the 
destroyer. These things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were 
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Saying from Abba Moses 

Moses said, ‘One who avoids others is 
like a ripe grape. One who stays in 

company is like a sour grape.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers,10)



written down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come. So if you think 
you are standing, watch out that you do not fall. No testing has overtaken you that is 
not common to everyone. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tested beyond 

your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way out so that you may be 
able to endure it. 

1 Corinthians 10:1-6, 9-13 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Consider how your intentions influence others.  

How do these intentions influence your family, friends and others?  

How might their good and bad intentions influence you? 
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Day 20 - Monday in the Third Week of Lent

Scripture 

As a deer longs for flowing streams, 
    so my soul longs for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, 
    for the living God. 

When shall I come and behold 
    the face of God?  

My tears have been my food day and night, 
While they continually say to me, 

“Where is your God?” 
 When I remember these things, 

I pour out my soul within me. 
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Saying from Abba Poemen 

'To throw yourself before God, not to 
measure your progress, to leave behind 
all self-will; these are the instruments for 

the work of the soul.'  
He also said, 'The victory over all the 
afflictions that befall you, is, to keep 

silence.’ 

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 172)  



For I used to go with the multitude; 
I went with them to the house of God, 

With the voice of joy and praise, 
With a multitude that kept a pilgrim feast. 

Why are you cast down, O my soul? 
And why are you disquieted within me? 

Hope in God; 
For I shall yet praise Him, 

The help of my countenance and my God. 

Psalm 42:1-4, 11 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What are the positive and negative images that come to mind when you think about 
silence?  

How would you define silence? 
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Day 21 - Tuesday in the Third Week of Lent

Scripture 

Then Azariah stood still in the fire and prayed aloud: 
For your name’s sake do not give us up forever, 

  and do not annul your covenant. 
    Do not withdraw your mercy from us, 
for the sake of Abraham your beloved 
    and for the sake of your servant Isaac 

    and Israel your holy one, 
to whom you promised 

    to multiply their descendants like the stars of heaven 
    and like the sand on the shore of the sea. 

For we, O Lord, have become fewer than any other nation, 
    and are brought low this day in all the world because of our sins. 
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Saying from Abba Moses 

In Scetis a brother went to Moses to ask 
for advice. He said to him, ‘Go and sit in 

your cell, and your cell will teach you 
everything.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 10)



In our day we have no ruler, or prophet, or leader, 
    no burnt offering, or sacrifice, or oblation, or incense, 

    no place to make an offering before you and to find mercy. 
Yet with a contrite heart and a humble spirit may we be accepted, 

    as though it were with burnt offerings of rams and bulls, 
    or with tens of thousands of fat lambs; 

    such may our sacrifice be in your sight today, 
    and may we unreservedly follow you, 

    for no shame will come to those who trust in you. 
And now with all our heart we follow you; 
    we fear you and seek your presence. 

Do not put us to shame, 
    but deal with us in your patience 
    and in your abundant mercy.  

Deliver us in accordance with your marvelous works, 
    and bring glory to your name, O Lord. 

Prayer of Azariah 1:2,11-20 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

How would you respond if someone asked, “What is silence teaching you about 
yourself?” 
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Day 22 - Wednesday in the Third Week of Lent

Scripture 

So now, Israel, give heed to the statutes and ordinances that I am teaching you to 
observe, so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the Lord, the God of 

your ancestors, is giving you. Now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of 
salvation! 

 See, just as the Lord my God has charged me, I now teach you statutes and 
ordinances for you to observe in the land that you are about to enter and occupy.  

You must observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and discernment to 
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Saying from Abba Felix 

Some brothers who had some seculars with 
them, went to see Abba Felix and they begged 
him to say a word to them. But the old man kept 
silence. After they had asked for a long time he 
said to them, "You wish to hear a word?" They 

said, "Yes, abba." Then the old man said to 
them, "There are no more words nowadays. 

When the brothers used to consult the old men 
and when they did what was said to them, God 
showed them how to speak. But now, since they 
ask without doing that which they hear, God has 

withdrawn the grace of the word from the old 
men and they do not find anything to say, 

because there are no longer any who carry their 
words out." Hearing this, the brothers groaned, 

saying, "Pray for us, abba.” 

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 242)



the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is 
a wise and discerning people!”  

For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the Lord our God is whenever 
we call to him? And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this 

entire law that I am setting before you today? 
But take care and watch yourselves closely, so as neither to forget the things that your 

eyes have seen nor to let them slip from your mind all the days of your life; make 
them known to your children and your children’s children— 

Deuteronomy 4:1, 5-9 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Now that you are well into this forty-day journey, are there any particular “words” that 
you have heard from God that you believe you need to obey?  
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Day 23 - Thursday in the Third Week of Lent

Scripture 

Jesus said, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what 
you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and 
the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap 
nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more 
value than they? And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of 

life? And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they 
grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 
clothed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive 

today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you — you 
of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we 

drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and 
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Saying from Abba Nilus 

Abba Nilus said, ’The arrows of the 
enemy cannot touch someone who 

loves quiet. But those who wander about 
among crowds will often be wounded by 

them.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 10)



indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But strive first for 
the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 

as well. 
So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s 

trouble is enough for today.” 

Matthew 6:25-34 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Jesus’ words today remind us not to worry about time but to live it well. What are you 
doing with “time” these days? Fighting it? Enjoying it? Saving it? Spending it? Losing 
it?   

Do you think the time spent in silence is a waste of your time? Why or why not? 
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Day 24 - Friday in the Third Week of Lent  

Scripture 

Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, 
for you have stumbled because of your iniquity. 

Take words with you 
and return to the Lord; 

say to him, 
“Take away all guilt; 

accept that which is good,  
and we will offer 

the fruit of our lips. 
Assyria shall not save us; 

we will not ride upon horses; 
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Saying from Abba Matrona 

Abba Martona said, ’Many solitaries 
living in the desert have been lost 

because they lived like people in the 
world. It is better to live in a crowd and 
want to live a solitary life than to live in 
solitude and be longing all the time for 

company.’  

(Ward, The Desert Fathers,11)



we will say no more, ‘Our God,’ 
to the work of our hands. 

In you the orphan finds mercy.” 
Assurance of Forgiveness  
I will heal their disloyalty;  

I will love them freely, 
for my anger has turned from them. 

Hosea 14:1-4 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What would you like to be free from?  

What would you do if you were free?  

What is preventing you from doing what you want to be free to do?  
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Day 25 - Saturday in the Third Week of Lent

Scripture 

Have mercy on me, O God, 
according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy  
blot out my transgressions. 

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,  
and cleanse me from my sin. 
For I know my transgressions, 
and my sin is ever before me.  

Against you, you alone, have I sinned, 
and done what is evil in your sight, 

so that you are justified in your sentence 
and blameless when you pass judgment.  
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Saying from Abba Isidore 

'To live without speaking is better than to 
speak without living. For the former who 

lives rightly does good even by his silence 
but the latter does no good even when he 

speaks. When words and life correspond to 
one another they are together the whole of 

philosophy.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 98)



Indeed, I was born guilty, 
a sinner when my mother conceived me. 

You desire truth in the inward being; 
therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 

Let me hear joy and gladness; 
let the bones that you have crushed rejoice.  

Hide your face from my sins, 
and blot out all my iniquities.  

Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
and put a new and right spirit within me. 

Do not cast me away from your presence, 
and do not take your holy spirit from me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 

and sustain in me a willing spirit. 
O Lord, open my lips, 

and my mouth will declare your praise. 

Psalm 51:1-12, 15, 

Prayer for the Week 

Father of mercy, 
alone we have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.  

When we are discouraged by our weakness,  
strengthen us to follow Christ, 

our pattern and our hope; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Now that you have experienced a week of at least 10 minutes of intentional silence 
every day, are there any commitments you want to make to this practice for after your 
time in this small group?  This question will be helpful at the end of the workbook, 
where you will be asked to craft a Rule of Life. 
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PART FIVE 
The Practice of Introspection (Compunction)

Introduction 

If you want to understand yourself better, head into a desert and see what happens 
next. There are no crutches for the self to cling to, no reputation to defend, no 
appearances to keep up, and no mask to hide behind. It is just you, God, and a 
tremendous amount of suffering, thirst, and struggle.   

The physical suffering that accompanies life in the desert has a special place in the 
spirituality of the Abbas and Ammas. It is a sign of the inward battle of introspection, 
and the word that describes this battle is compunction.  We don’t use this word much 
anymore, but it is a helpful word when trying to understand the struggle that the 
Abbas and Ammas call for.  

Compunction describes feelings of guilt that can either prevent us from doing wrong 
or the feelings that follow us after we have done something wrong. Therefore, 
compunction for our sins and failures can either be a positive or a negative 
experience on the spiritual journey.  It can be good if our compunction stops us from 
doing something we might later regret. However, if all we ever think about is our sins 
and failures, we might also miss the abundance of God’s grace. 
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This is probably why the desert movement has a bit of reputation in certain 
theological circles, especially Protestant ones, and rightfully so. At times, these men 
and women could be fanatical in their expression of compunction. Simeon the Stylite, 
for example, climbed a fifty-foot pillar outside of Antioch and sat on top of it for forty 
years. Some hermits would eat nothing but grass for days on end, while others would 
deprive themselves of food and other physical necessities for astonishing periods of 
time.  Much of this was done as a means and sign of compunction.  

The spectacles of certain Abbas and Ammas are endlessly fascinating. Yet, the vast 
majority of these hermits were not so fanatical. They, instead, lived humble lives of 
repentance and holiness. The real conflict, and the only one that mattered, was the 
inward conflict. As Abba Antony once said to Abba Poemen:  

 “This is the great work of a person: always to take the blame for one’s own sins   
 before God and to expect temptation to one’s last breath.” (Ward, The    
 Alphabetical Collection, 2) 

The message of the desert is as simple as it is demanding: Lament your sins, even if it 
is painful to do so. There 
is no other option if you 
want to be whole. In fact, 
the Greek word for 
salvation is soteria, which 
indicates exactly this. It 
means wholeness and 
integrity. Thus, the 
journey towards 
wholeness begins as 
temptations are 
confronted and sin is 
acknowledged.  

There is, of course, much more to the journey of wholeness than sin and suffering. At 
the same time, these cannot be avoided if the journey is to progress. As one Abba 
puts it, “When God struck Egypt there was not a house that did not mourn (Ward, The 
Desert Fathers, 25).”  What is meant by this Abba is that the effects of sin are universal. 
We are the Egyptians, every one of us, and all of us require repentance. 
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Therefore, the contemplative practice of introspection is the practice of imperfection. 
It is to become conscious of your inner desires and weaknesses, accept them with 
sincerity, and do so without compromise or rationalization. You are a sinner in need of 
healing and wholeness. Yet, you are also a saint and the exact person that Jesus loves, 
saves, and empowers. This means that there can be freedom on the spiritual journey 
because you do not need to be perfect, just honest. 

Exercise for the Week 

The exercise last week called for 10 minutes of silence every day. The goal this week 
is to remain steady in this silence. Try to practice 5 minutes in the morning and five 
more minutes at night.   

The other exercise is deeply personal. Many of the 
week’s daily questions will ask you to turn inward and 
examine your sins, failures, and struggles. Confrontation 
is almost always uncomfortable and challenging, and 
maybe even more so when confronting the person you 
see in the mirror.  

As you begin to examine yourself, write down what you 
discover, even if it is difficult or embarrassing. When the 
week concludes on Saturday, tear the list from the pages 
of your journal. Pray to God and ask to be forgiven, 
healed, and strengthened in your faith.   

Finally, when your prayer is finished, light your list on fire 
in a safe and controlled place symbolizing what is true -  
you are loved, forgiven, and made whole because of 
God’s work in Jesus Christ. 

78



79



Day 26 - Fourth Sunday of Lent 

Scripture 

Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. The younger of them said to his 
father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided 
his property between them. A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and 

travelled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute 
living. When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that 

country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly 

have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 
anything. But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands 
have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up and go 
to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
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Saying about Abba Arsenius 

It was said about Arsenius that 
whenever he was doing manual work 
he kept a cloth at his chest because of 
the tears that streamed from his eyes. 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 10)



you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.”’ So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw 
him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed 

him. 

Luke 15:11-20 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Think of the three characters in this morning’s reading from the Gospel of Luke.  What 
kinds of compunction do you think each of them was experiencing?  

What can you learn from this parable about the importance of conflict on the spiritual 
journey?  

81



Day 27 - Monday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture 

I will extol you, O Lord, for you have drawn me up,  
and did not let my foes rejoice over me. 

O Lord my God, I cried to you for help, and you have healed me. 
O Lord, you brought up my soul from Sheol, 

restored me to life from among those gone down to the Pit.  
Sing praises to the Lord, O you his faithful ones, and give thanks to his holy name. 
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Saying from Abba Macarius  
When he was alone with him, the old man [Macarius] 
asked him, 'How are you getting on?' Theopemptus 

replied, 'Thanks to your prayers, all is well.' The old man 
asked: 'Do you not have to battle with your fantasies' He 

replied: 'Up to now, it is all right,' for he was afraid to 
admit anything. But the old man said to him, 'See how 

many years I have lived as an ascetic, and am praised by 
all, and though I am old, I still have trouble with sexual 

fantasies.’  
Theopemptus said, 'Believe me, Abba, it is the same 
with me.' The old man went on admitting that other 

thoughts still warred against him, until he had brought 
him to admit them about himself. Then he said, 'How do 

you fast?' He replied, 'Till the ninth hour.' 'Practise 
fasting a little later; meditate on the Gospel and the 
other Scriptures, and if an alien thought arises within 
you, never look at it but always look upwards, and the 

Lord will come at once to your help.’ 

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 127) 



For his anger is but for a moment; his favor is for a lifetime. 
Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning. 

As for me, I said in my prosperity, “I shall never be moved. 
By your favor, O Lord, you had established me as a strong mountain; 

you hid your face; I was dismayed. 
To you, O Lord, I cried, and to the Lord I made supplication.  

“What profit is there in my death, if I go down to the Pit? 
Will the dust praise you? Will it tell of your faithfulness? 

Hear, O Lord, and be gracious to me! O Lord, be my helper!” 
You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my sackcloth 

and clothed me with joy, so that my soul may praise you and not be silent. 
O Lord my God, I will give thanks to you forever. 

Psalm 30 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Our sexual thoughts and desires are deeply personal and often complicated. They 
can be beautiful and holy, but they can also be selfish and destructive to the soul.  In 
our saying today, Macarius’ exposure to failure promotes the same truthfulness in 
another. This example helps us understand that our sexual thoughts and desires need 
not cause shame, even when misguided.  

Are you able to speak with God about your sexual thoughts and desires honestly?  
Are some of these desires misguided and hurtful? Are some beautiful and life-giving? 
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Day 28 - Tuesday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture 

Now in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate there is a pool, called in Hebrew Beth-zatha, 
which has five porticoes. In these lay many invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed. One 

man was there who had been ill for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there 
and knew that he had been there a long time, he said to him, “Do you want to be 

made well?” The sick man answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool 
when the water is stirred up; and while I am making my way, someone else steps 

down ahead of me.” Jesus said to him, “Stand up, take your mat and walk.”  At once 
the man was made well, and he took up his mat and began to walk. 

Now that day was a sabbath. So the Jews said to the man who had been cured, “It is 
the sabbath; it is not lawful for you to carry your mat.” But he answered them, “The 
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Saying from Abba Poemen 

A brother asked Abba Poemen what he 
should do about his sins. The old man said 
to him, 'He who wishes to purify his faults 

purifies them with tears and he who 
wishes to acquire virtues, acquires them 

with tears; for weeping is the way the 
Scriptures and our Fathers give us, when 
they say "Weep!" Truly, there is no other 

way than this.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection,184) 



man who made me well said to me, ‘Take up your mat and walk.’” They asked him, 
“Who is the man who said to you, ‘Take it up and walk’?” Now the man who had been 

healed did not know who it was, for Jesus had disappeared in the crowd that was 
there. Later Jesus found him in the temple and said to him, “See, you have been 

made well! Do not sin any more, so that nothing worse happens to you.” 

John 5:2-14 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What relationship, if any, do you see between the tears that Abba Poemen refers to 
and the emotional release you feel after a good cry? 

When was your last good cry? What was the cause?  
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Day 29 - Wednesday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture 

The Lord is gracious and merciful, 
    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

The Lord is good to all, 
    and his compassion is over all that he has made. 

All your works shall give thanks to you, O Lord, 
    and all your faithful shall bless you.  

They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom, 
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Saying from Abba Antony  

A hunter happened to come by and saw Antony 
talking in a relaxed way with the brothers, and he 

was shocked. The hermit wanted to show him how 
we should sometimes be less austere for the sake 
of the brothers, and said to him, ‘Put an arrow in 

your bow, and draw it.’ He did so, and Antony said, 
‘Draw it further’ and he drew it further. He said 
again, ‘Draw it yet further,’ and he drew it some 

more. Then the hunter said to him, ‘If I draw it too 
far, the bow will snap.’ Antony answered, ‘So it is 
with God’s work. If we always go to excess, the 

brothers quickly become exhausted. It is 
sometimes best not to be rigid.’ The hunter was 
ashamed when he heard this, and profited much 
from it. The brothers were encouraged and went 

home. 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 88)



    and tell of your power,  
to make known to all people your mighty deeds, 
    and the glorious splendor of your kingdom. 

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, 
    and your dominion endures throughout all generations. 

The Lord is faithful in all his words, 
    and gracious in all his deeds. 

The Lord upholds all who are falling, 
    and raises up all who are bowed down. 

The eyes of all look to you, 
    and you give them their food in due season. 

 
Psalm 145:8-15 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

The Psalmist offers an image of God that is loving and gracious. What is your image of 
God (angry judge, faithful friend, absentee landlord, helper, etc.)?  

How do you think your image of God affects how you see yourself?  

What does it mean for you to be created in God’s image (Gen. 1:27)?  Are there any 
implications of this image in your practice of compunction?  
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Day 30 - Thursday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture 

The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of 
the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have been quick to turn aside from the 

way that I commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and 
have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who 
brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” The Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this 
people, how stiff-necked they are. Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot 

against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.” 

But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, “O Lord, why does your wrath burn 
hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great 

power and with a mighty hand?  Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent 
that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from 
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Saying from Abba Silvanus 

When Silvanus was sitting one day 
among the brethren, he was taken up 

into a rapture, and fell on his face. After a 
while he got up and wept. The brothers 
asked him, ‘What is the matter, abba?’ 
But he was silent, weeping. When they 
pressed him for an answer, he said to 

them, ‘I was taken before the judgement 
seat, and I saw many of our kind going 
down to torment, and many from the 

world going into the kingdom.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 15) 



the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not 
bring disaster on your people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, 

how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your 
descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give 

to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” And the Lord changed his mind 
about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people. 

Exodus 32:7-14 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Today’s scripture and desert saying both suggest that the company you keep matters. 
The people closest to you can support and love you, but they can be a source of great 
stress and hurt. 

What “company” are you keeping these days? How is this company shaping you and 
what you value? What about your online company? Is this good or bad company that 
you are keeping? 
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Day 31 - Friday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture  

But after his brothers had gone to the festival, then he also went, not publicly but as it 
were in secret.   

Now some of the people of Jerusalem were saying, “Is not this the man whom they 
are trying to kill? And here he is, speaking openly, but they say nothing to him! Can it 

be that the authorities really know that this is the Messiah? Yet we know where this 
man is from; but when the Messiah comes, no one will know where he is from.”    
Then Jesus cried out as he was teaching in the temple, “You know me, and you know 
where I am from. I have not come on my own. But the one who sent me is true, and 
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An Anonymous Saying 

A hermit used to say, ‘A lustful thought is 
brittle like papyrus. When it is thrust at 
us, if we do not accept it but throw it 

away it breaks easily. If it allures us and 
we keep playing with it, it becomes as 

difficult to break as iron. We need 
discernment to know that those who 

consent lose hope of salvation and for 
those who do not consent, a crown is 

made ready.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 44)



you do not know him. I know him, because I am from him, and he sent me.”    
Then they tried to arrest him, but no one laid hands on him, because his hour had not 

yet come. 

John 7:11, 25-30 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What secrets are you keeping about yourself? Have you talked to Jesus about them? 

Is there a secret sin you keep well-hidden but “play with” on occasion?   

Is there a family or personal secret that is almost too difficult to acknowledge even to 
yourself? 
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Day 32 - Saturday in the Fourth Week of Lent

Scripture 

O Lord my God, in you I take refuge; 
    save me from all my pursuers, and deliver me, 

or like a lion they will tear me apart; 
    they will drag me away, with no one to rescue. 

O Lord my God, if I have done this, 
    if there is wrong in my hands,  

if I have repaid my ally with harm 
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Saying from Abba Poemen  

A brother questioned Abba Poemen in this 
way, 'My thoughts trouble me, making me put 

my sins aside, and concern myself with my 
brother's faults.' The old man told him the 

following story about Abba Dioscorus, 'In his 
cell he wept over himself, while his disciple 
was sitting in another cell. When the latter 

came to see the old man he asked him, 
"Father, why are you weeping?" "I am weeping 

over my sins," the old man answered him. 
Then his disciple said, "You do not have any 
sins, Father." The old man replied, "Truly, my 

child, if I were allowed to see my sins, three or 
four men would not be enough to weep for 

them."  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 55) 



   or plundered my foe without cause,  
then let the enemy pursue and overtake me, 

    trample my life to the ground, 
   and lay my soul in the dust.    Selah 

O let the evil of the wicked come to an end, 
    but establish the righteous, 

you who test the minds and hearts, 
    O righteous God.  

God is my shield, 
    who saves the upright in heart.  

God is a righteous judge, 
   and a God who has indignation every day.  

If one does not repent, God[c] will whet his sword; 
    he has bent and strung his bow; 

Psalm 7:1-5, 9-12 

Prayer for the Week 

Gracious Father, 
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world,  

evermore give us this bread, 
that he may live in us, and we in him, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Now that you have experienced a week of inner conflict and of confronting your sins 
and secrets, are there any commitments you want to make to this practice for after 
your time in this small group?  This question will be helpful at the end of the 
workbook, where you will be asked to craft a Rule of Life. 
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PART SIX 
The Practice of Returning

Introduction 

There are two essential practices that frame the Desert Fathers and Mothers’ way of 
contemplation — solitude from others and returning to others. On the first day of this 
forty-day journey, the practice of solitude began. However,  it is the faithful 
observance of the latter practice, returning something of value to others, where the 
balance in one’s spiritual life is developed.  

There was a moment in the life of Jesus when another religious teacher approached 
him. This teacher asked him to name the most important commandment for people to 
keep. Jesus gives two. He says, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and… 
Love your neighbour as yourself (Matt. 12:30-31).”  

This is the journey of faith summarized in two commandments. First, the journey of 
faith begins with loving God with your entire heart, mind, soul. This means intention. It 
means making time and space to be present with God, which the contemplative 
practices have sought to encourage over the last five weeks. Yet, there is more to this 
journey.  We must also make time and space in our lives to love our neighbours. 

The Desert Fathers and Mothers had a unique and particular calling. They sensed a 
calling to leave everything behind, to head out into the desert, and to spend time 
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alone with God. It was a radical approach to faith and practices where solitude and 
silence were of the utmost importance.  There are, however, very few people today 
who share this unique calling. Our calling is different. It is to embody the love and 
presence of God in our family, our church, and 
in our places of employment and recreation.  
This is how we love God and the neighbour, 
and it involves quite a bit of balance to do so 
well.  

Perhaps it is the men and women in the 
Church’s past called “saints” who display this 
balance the best.  Francis of Assisi, Teresa of 
Avila, Hildegard of Bingen, Patrick of Ireland, 
Simone Weil, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and many more were known for their active and 
contemplative lives.   

In general, the Desert Fathers and Mothers led more secluded and austere lives 
compared to the above list of saints. Yet, even in their desert calling, the importance 
of the neighbour and of seeing God beyond life in the desert was never forgotten.  As 
is noted in a saying from Abba Daniel says to a younger student: 

One day Abba Daniel and Abba Ammoes went on a journey together. Abba 
Ammoes said, 'When shall we, too, 
settle down, in a cell, Father?' Abba 
Daniel replied, 'Who shall separate us 
henceforth from God? God is in the 
cell, and, on the other hand, God is 
outside also.’ (Ward, Alphabetical 
Collection, 52) 

These words, again, remind us of the need for 
balance in the spiritual journey. Yes, God is 
found in the desert “cell,” the sacred space of quietness and solitude, and we must 
make time for this place. Yet, God is also found in the lives of our struggling 
neighbours, and the fullness of the spiritual journey occurs when time and space and 
made for both the cell and the neighbour. 
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Exercise for the Week 

This week the goal is to look for opportunities to practice returning to others with acts 
of care.  Every night this week after supper, write in your journal a deliberate action 
you can do the next day to care, show love, or help out another person. The following 
night, think about the person(s) you helped that day and why it was important that 
you helped them. Repeat this process every night.  

Secondly, attempt to spend 10 minutes in intentional silence at some point every day 
this week.  
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Day 33 - Fifth Sunday of Lent  

Scripture 

Jesus said, “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 
remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life 
lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever 
serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever 
serves me, the Father will honor. Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say—

‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour. 
Father, glorify your name.” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I 

will glorify it again.”  
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Saying from Abba Antony 

Abba Antony said, 'Our life and our 
death is with our neighbour. If we gain 

our brother, we have gained God, but if 
we scandalize our brother, we have 

sinned against Christ.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 3) 



The crowd standing there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, “An angel 
has spoken to him.” Jesus answered, “This voice has come for your sake, not for mine. 
Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And 

I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” 
 

John 12:24-32 

Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

How might becoming God’s servant be an act of dying to yourself that bears much 
fruit? What does this service look like for you? 
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Day 34 - Monday in the Fifth Week of Lent

Scripture 

Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell 
you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them 
the other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over 

your coat as well. If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles. Give to 
the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from 

you. 

Matthew 5:38-42 
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Saying from John the Dwarf 

Abba John the Dwarf said, 'A house is not 
built by beginning at the top and working 

down. You must begin with the foundations 
in order to reach the top.' They said to him, 
'What does this saying mean?' He said, 'The 
foundation is our neighbour, whom we must 

win, and that is the place to begin. For all 
the commandments of Christ depend on 

this one.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 93)



Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

In what ways, if any, does the practice of caring for others through acts of service 
change both yourself and your attitude towards others?  
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Day 35 - Tuesday in the Fifth Week of Lent   

Scripture 

For this is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one 
another. We must not be like Cain who was from the evil one and murdered his 
brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his 

brother’s righteous. Do not be astonished, brothers and sisters, that the world hates 
you. We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another. 

Whoever does not love abides in death. All who hate a brother or sister are 
murderers, and you know that murderers do not have eternal life abiding in them. We 

know love by this, that he laid down his life for us — and we ought to lay down our 
lives for one another. How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s 
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Saying from Abba Poemen 

Abba Poemen said, ‘There is no greater 
love than that you should lay down your 
life for your neighbour. When you hear a 
complaint against you and you struggle 

with yourself, and do not begin to 
complain in return, when you bear an 

injury with patience and do not look for 
revenge, that is when you lay down your 

life for your neighbour.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 178) 



goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help? 
Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 

1 John 3:11-18 

Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

In what area(s) of your life is it most difficult to intentionally serve others (family, work, 
friendship, church, social clubs)?  

Why is this difficult?  
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Day 36 - Wednesday in the Fifth Week of Lent  

Scripture 

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is 
born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is 

love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the 
world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that 

he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since 
God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen 

God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. 

1 John 4:7-12 

Prayer for the Week 
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Saying from Abba Poemen 

Some old men came to see Abba Poemen 
and said to him, 'We see some of the 
brothers falling asleep during divine 

worship. Should we wake them up?' He said 
to them, 'For my part when I see a brother 
who is dozing, I put his head on my knees 

and let him rest.'  

Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 179) 



Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What are you learning about yourself as you intentionally think about other people's 
needs besides your own?  

Is this a difficult or an easy practice?  
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Day 37 - Thursday in the Fifth Week of Lent   

Scripture 

Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of 
judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but 

perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has 
not reached perfection in love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, “I 
love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a 

brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not 
seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love 

their brothers and sisters also. 

1 John 4:17-21 
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An Anonymous Saying  

A brother said to a hermit, ‘If I see a monk 
about whom I have heard that he is guilty of 

a sin, I cannot make myself invite him into 
my cell. But if I see a good monk, I bring him 
in gladly.’ The hermit said, ‘If you do good to 

a good brother it is nothing to him, but to 
the other give double charity, for he is sick.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 182)



Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

What, if anything, has the practice of caring for others taught you about the nature of 
God?  

According to today’s reading from 1 John, “…perfect love casts out fear.” Is this 
consistent with some of your own experiences relating to other people, especially 
difficult people? Why or why not? 
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Day 38 - Friday in the Fifth Week of Lent

Scripture 

Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and 
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every 

sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, 

“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest 
to send out laborers into his harvest.” 

Matthew 9:35-38 
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An Anonymous Saying  

One of the fathers said, ‘If anyone asks you 
for something, and you give it to him, even 
if you are forced to give it, let your heart go 
with the gift, as it is written, “If a man forces 
you to go with him one mile, go with him 

two” (Matt. 5:41). This means that if you are 
asked for anything, give it with a willing 

heart.’ 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 180) 



Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross transform those who turn in faith 
to him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Can you think of a time when you felt compelled to help someone? What was that 
experience like? 

What experience of caring and serving others this week has brought you the most 
joy?  

What about in the past? 
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Day 39 - Saturday in the Fifth Week of Lent 

 

Scripture 

But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture—“I 
believed, and so I spoke”—we also believe, and so we speak, because we know that 
the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us with 
you into his presence. Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to 

more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 
 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner 

nature is being renewed day by day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing 
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An Anonymous Saying  

It was said that a monk who had made 
baskets was putting handles on them, 
when he heard another monk saying 
nearby, ‘What shall I do? The trader is 

coming soon and I haven’t got any 
handles to put on my baskets.’ So he 

took off the handles he had put on his 
own baskets, and took them to the 

nearby monk, and said, ‘I don’t need 
these; take them and put them on your 
baskets.’ He helped the brother to finish 
his baskets, but left his own unfinished. 

(Ward, The Desert Fathers, 180)



us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, because we look not at what can 
be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what 

cannot be seen is eternal. 

2 Corinthians 4:13-18 

Prayer for the Week 

Most merciful God, 
by the death and resurrection 

of your Son Jesus Christ, 
you created humanity anew. 

May the power of his victorious cross  
transform those who turn in faith 

to him who lives and reigns with you  
and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

If you are to continue with acts of care towards others (the practice of returning), what 
changes would you need to make in your life for this to be a priority? 
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Day 40 - Palm Sunday  

 

Scripture 

Open to me the gates of righteousness, 
   that I may enter through them 
    and give thanks to the Lord. 

This is the gate of the Lord; 
    the righteous shall enter through it. 

I thank you that you have answered me 
    and have become my salvation. 

The stone that the builders rejected 
    has become the chief cornerstone. 

This is the Lord’s doing; 
    it is marvelous in our eyes. 

This is the day that the Lord has made; 
    let us rejoice and be glad in it. 

112

Saying from Amma 
Syncletica 

Amma Syncletica said, 'There are many 
who live in the mountains and behave as if 
they were in the town, and they are wasting 

their time. It is possible to be a solitary in 
one's mind while living in a crowd, and it is 
possible for one who is a solitary to live in 

the crowd of his own thoughts.'  

(Ward, The Alphabetical Collection, 234)



Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! 
    O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! 

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord. 
    We bless you from the house of the Lord. 

The Lord is God, 
    and he has given us light. 

Bind the festal procession with branches, 
    up to the horns of the altar. 

You are my God, and I will give thanks to you; 
    you are my God, I will extol you. 

O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, 
    for his steadfast love endures forever. 

Psalm 118:1-2, 19-36 

Prayer for the Day 

Almighty and everliving God, 
in tender love for all our human race 

you sent your Son our Saviour Jesus Christ 
to take our flesh 

and suffer death upon a cruel cross. 
May we follow the example of his great humility,  

and share in the glory of his resurrection; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who is alive and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, now and forever. 

Reflection 

Amma Syncletica’s saying today is a reminder that you do not need to flee to the 
desert to engage in the practices of contemplation. These practices can be 
meaningful in whatever place and stage of life you find yourself in.   

Looking back over the last forty days, what have you noticed? Have you reached any 
lasting insights about your identity, self-esteem, or even how you feel physically 
because of this experience? 

Has this experience of contemplation been meaningful for you? 
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The Journey Continues:
Crafting a Rule of Life 

In this last section of your forty day spiritual journey, you have the option to make a 
rule of life. What is a rule of life? It is an intentional schedule or set of practices that 
helps you to make space in your life to be with God and to become more like Jesus. It 
is a way of intentionally aligning God’s desire for your life with your own passions and 
priorities.   

While the word “rule” can come across as a 
rather strict or legalistic concept, it might help 
to think of a rule of life more in the sense of 
regulating or regularizing.  A rule of life is like 
a garden trellis that lifts a vine off of the 
ground so that it can bear fruit while also 
keeping predators and diseases at bay. It 
regulates the vine so that it can grow in a 
certain and safe direction. The same is true for 
a rule of life. It is a kind of support structure 
that helps organize your inner life so that it too 
can bear good fruit.  

In my experience, the simpler the Rule of Life, 
the more likely it will be kept. With this in 
mind, below is a basic format for crafting a 
rule of life, which you might want to consider 
now that your forty day journey has come to 
an end. 

Step 1  

Name the things in your life that you would identify as obstacles in your spiritual 
growing and pursuit (activity online, amount or type of commitments, space for God 
in my life, etc). 

Through my time in contemplation, I have identified the following obstacles in 
my spiritual journey… 
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Step 2 

Name one to three important things you have learned about yourself through the 
practices of contemplation. It might be helpful to think about characteristics of the 
self such as your identity (Who you are), self-esteem (How you feel about yourself), 
and your sense of embodiment (What you have noticed physically). 

Through the contemplative practice of solitude, silence, prayer, fasting and 
care for others, I have learned the following about myself: 

Step 3 

Name the practices of contemplation that you have found the most helpful to your 
spiritual development and that have added to you better understanding yourself.  
Note - these may not have been the easiest practices for you to engage with.  

As I journey in life as a follower of Christ (or a spiritual pilgrim, spiritual 
conscious person, etc), the spiritual practices I want to continue to make a 
priority in my life are the following: 

Step 4 

In this fourth and final step, you are asked to make a solemn declaration. The good 
news is that you have already done most of the work! Gather together what you have 
written in steps 1-3 and add a statement of intention. For example: 

A Rule of Life 

Through my time in contemplation, I have identified the following obstacles in my 
spiritual journey:______. 

Through the contemplative practice of solitude, silence, prayer, fasting and care for 
others, I have learned the following about myself:______. 

As I journey in life as a follower of Christ (or a spiritual pilgrim, spiritual conscious 
person, etc), the spiritual practices I want to continue to make a priority in my life are 

the following:______. 

God willing, it is my intention to make time for these practices. 
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