
Wisdom of the Desert 
Lecture One: The Beginning of a Movement 

 
Introduction: St. Antony's Call to the Desert 
 
 
 
 
 
I. Egypt: the Cradle of Christ and Cradle of Monasticism 
 
 Egyptian Christians: Copts <= Coptic (language) 
 
Flight to Egypt (Mt 2:13-15) 
 
 "And the LORD will make himself known to the Egyptians; and the Egyptians will know the 
LORD in that day and worship with sacrifice and burnt offering, and they will make vows to 
the LORD and perform them. " (Isaiah 19:21) 
 
19:22 "And the LORD will smite Egypt, smiting and healing, and they will return to the 
LORD, and he will heed their supplications and heal them." 
"When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son." (Hosea 11:1) 
 Earliest Christians - Two Traditions 
 a) St. Mark - arrived AD 43-48 --- martyred 62/68 by followers of Serapis 
 b) St. Mark - after martyrdom of St. Peter  - arrived 64 
 c) Apollos  - Acts 18:24  Jew from Alexandria -  
  "instructed in the way of the Lord" but "only baptism of John"  
II. Protestant Conceptions and Misconceptions 
 
III. Two Kinds of Monks 
 
 St. Paul of Thebes (2-3 c.): Hermit (eromitic or anchoritic) 
 St. Antony (251-356): in community (cenobitic or coenobitic) or Pachomius (292-346) 
 
 
 
 
IV.  Why go to the desert?  
 
 A. Fleeing: Overcoming Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
 
"monk" <= monachos (Gk) "one who lives alone"   
 
Abba Macarius 
Abba Isaiah asked Abba Macarius to give him a word. The old man said, "Flee from human 
company." Abba Isaiah said, "But what does it mean to flee human company?" The old man 
replied, "It means sitting in your cell and weeping for your sins."  
   
 B. Being the Place Where God Happens 
 
 
 



St. Antony: 
"Our life and our death is with our neighbor. If we win our brother, we win God. If we cause 
our brother to stumble, we have sinned against Christ."  
 
Abba Moses the Black: 
"The monk must die to his neighbor and never judge him at all in any way whatever."  
 
Abba Poemen: 
A brother questioned Abba Poemen, saying, "If I see my brother sinning, should I hide the 
fact?" The old man replied, "At the moment when we hide a brother's fault, God hides our own. 
At the moment when we reveal a brother's fault, God reveals our own."  
 
Rowan Williams (former Archbishop of Canterbury; Where God Happens) 
"But the plain acknowledgement of your solidarity in need and failure opens a door: it shows 
the possibility to live in the truth and to go forward in hope. In such a moment that God gives 
himself through you, and you become by God's gift a means of connecting another with God. 
You have done the job you were created to do...In so far as you open doors for another, you 
gain God, in the sense that you become a place where God happens for someone else."   
 
 C. Disciplining of the Flesh 
 
  "discipline" <= askesis; asceticism 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 D. Battling Demons (Life of Antony 9-10) 
  
"Here I am - Antony! I do not run from your blows, for even if you give me more, nothing shall 
separate me form the love of Christ." 
 
"If there were some power among you, it would have been enough for only one of you to come. 
But since the Lord has broken your strength, you attempt to terrify me by any means with the 
mob; it is a mark of your weakness that you mimic the shapes of irrational beasts." 
 
 
"And to keep me from being too elated by the abundance of revelations, a thorn was given me 
in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times 
I besought the Lord about this, that it should leave me; but he said to me, "My grace is 
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." I will all the more gladly boast 
of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am 
content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities; for when I am weak, 
then I am strong." (II Cor 12.7-10) 
 
Charles Wesley, "Come, O Thou Traveller Unknown" 

Yield to me now, for I am weak, 
But confident in self-despair; 
Speak to my heart, in blessings speak, 
Be conquered by my instant prayer; 



Speak, or Thou never hence shalt move, 
And tell me if Thy name be Love. 

  
 E. Seeking Transformation (Life of Antony 14) 
 
Nearly 20 years he [i.e. Antony] spent in this manner pursuing the ascetic life by himself, not 
venturing out and only occasionally being seen by anyone. After this when many possessed the 
desire and will to emulate his asceticism, and some of his friends came and tore down and 
forcefully removed the fortress doors, Antony came forth as from a shrine, having been led into 
divine mysteries and inspired by God. This was the first time he appeared from the 
fortress...And when they beheld him, they were amazed to see that his body had maintained its 
former condition, neither fat from lack of exercise nor emaciated from fasting and combat with 
demons, but was just as they had known him prior to his withdrawal. The state of his soul was 
one of purity, for it was not constricted by grief nor relaxed by pleasure nor affected by either 
laughter or dejection. Moreover, when he saw the crowd we was not annoyed any more than he 
was elated at being embraced by so many people. He maintained utter equilibrium, like one 
guided by reason and steadfast in that which accords with nature."  
 
 
 


