
Wisdom of the Desert 

Lecture Three: Salvation in the Desert 

 

I. Why go to the desert?   
  Seeking Divinization (Life of Antony 14) - a Monastic View of Salvation 

 

“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."  

 

His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the 

knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us 

his precious and very great promises, that through these you may escape from the corruption 

that is in the world because of passion, and become partakers of the divine nature. For this very 

reason make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and 

knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with 

godliness, and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love.  For if 

these things are yours and abound, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the 

knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. For whoever lacks these things is blind and shortsighted 

and has forgotten that he was cleansed from his old sins. (II Peter 1:3-9) 

 

II. Pray Without Ceasing 

 

A. Monks of Palestine and Bishop Epiphanius of Cyprus 

 

Abbot: "By your prayer we have kept our rule; we carefully observe the offices of terce, sext, 

none, and vespers."  

Epiphanius: "Then you are failing at other times. The true monk ought to pray without ceasing. 

He should always be singing psalms in his heart." 

 

"Rejoice always, pray constantly (adialeiptōs), give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the 

will of God in Christ Jesus for you." (I Thess. 5:16-18) 

 

B. Prayer as Life in the Spirit 

 

"God is continually breathing, as it were, upon his soul and his soul is breathing unto God. 

Grace is descending into his heart and prayer and praise ascending to heaven. And by this 

intercourse between God and man, this fellowship with the Father and Son, as by a kind of 

spiritual respiration, the life of God in the soul is sustained: and the child of God grows up, till 

he comes to 'the full measure of the stature of Christ.'" (J. Wesley, "The New Birth" II.4) 

 

"For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive the spirit of 

slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit of sonship. When we cry, "Abba! 



Father!" it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God... 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but 

the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.  And he who searches the 

hearts of men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints 

according to the will of God." (Rom 8:14-16, 26-27) 

 

C. "Anticipating our Heaven Below" 

 

John Cassian (AD 360-432)  

"This then is the goal of the solitary, and this must be his whole intention - to deserve to 

possess the image of future blessedness in this body and as it were to begin to taste the pledge 

of that heavenly way of life and glory in this vessel. This, I say, is the end of the perfection - 

that the mind purged of every carnal desire may daily be elevated to spiritual things, until one's 

whole way of life and all the yearnings of one's heart become a single continuous prayer." 

(Conferences 10.7.3) 

 

III. Monasticism Comes to the West 

 

St. Augustine (354-430) Sin and the Will  

 

St. Benedict (480-550) 

 

"Listen carefully, my son, to the master's instructions, and attend to theme withe ear of your 

heart. This is advice from a father who loves you; welcome it and faithfully put it into practice. 

The labor of obedience will bring you back to him from whom you had drifted through the 

sloth of disobedience. This message of mine is for you, then, if you are ready to give your own 

will, once and for all, and armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedence to do battle 

for the true King, Christ the Lord." (Rule of Benedict pref.) 

 

"The first step of humility is unhesitating obedience which comes naturally to those who 

cherish Christ above all. Because of the holy service they have professed, or because of dread 

of hell and for the glory of everlasting life, they carry out the superior's order as promptly as if 

the command came from God himself....Such people as these immediately put aside their own 

concerns, abandon their own will, and lay down whatever they have in hand, leaving it 

unfinished...It is love that impels them to pursue everlasting life; therefore, they are eager to 

take the narrow road. They no longer live by their own judgment, giving in to the whims and 

appetites; rather they walk according to another's direction." (Rule of Benedict 5.1-4, 7-8, 10-12)  

 


