A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO DESERT SPIRITUALITY
Jesus made a habit of going into a deserted place (see, for example, Mark 1:35).

Being alone and still before our Father God is an essential strand of Christianity that is often crowded out. It is part of the Christian mystical tradition.
As Christianity in the Roman Empire became a favoured and more nominal religion in the 4th century,  a growing number of Christians migrated from towns to  the deserts of Egypt, Syria and Palestine to live the radical simplicity of the Gospel.

Over time their sayings were collected. One saying was ‘Place your head in your heart and stand before God all day’. Another was:  ‘The one who abides in solitude and is quiet, is delivered from fighting three battles - those of hearing, speech, and sight. Then that person will have but one battle to fight - the battle of the heart.’

There were three kinds of desert Christian: 
 1) Hermits  


 2) Monks who lived in residential community.

             3) Hermits in  Sketes i.e. they lived in a locality, met together at week-ends    and elected an elder to be their spiritual guide

Athletes of Christ
They became known as Athletes of Christ because they stripped themselves of everything that impeded their walk with God. To the desert mothers and fathers the heart is the most important battleground. The opposing forces in the heart are the positive qualities, sometimes called the virtues, and the negative qualities, sometimes called the destructive passions. 
To be made in the image of God means we can’t see anyone or anything as they truly are without seeing them as God sees them, through the lens of love. It follows that really loving depends upon our ability to see and know another person, God and ourselves as more than an extension of our own needs, desires or fantasies. The passions obscure this way of seeing in love. They rob us of the freedom to make real choices and act on them. The fear of abandonment and the compulsive need for approval that many of us have carried over from childhood also rob us of our freedom to choose the way of love.

Evagrius speaks of anger as ‘the most fierce passion’. The angry person is not responsible for the origins of their anger, but can nevertheless choose to nurse that anger to the point where it controls them - or can fight against it . The passions were the wounds within us that destroy our own and others lives; replacing these with the virtues was a means healing.
A close-up of one desert father

Macarius the Great (to distinguish him from Macarius of Alexandria), was born about 300 in  a village in the Nile Delta.  He became a camel driver, and then a village ascetic.  About 330 he went to the Wadi-al Natrun, then known as Scetis,  Soon disciples gathered around him, it seems he was made a priest, and a large but loose monastic settlement emerged over which he came to preside.. He was deported during the persecution associated with Bishop Arius, in 374 but later returned to Scetis and died about 390. He exercised great spiritual influence.   Sayings and stories associated with him circulated widely and soon became the stuff of legend. 

Key sayings of Macarius:

Do no evil to anyone and do not judge anyone ... and you will be saved.

A brother confided to Macarius that he had fallen into sin. ‘Repent, my son’, he said to him. ‘You will see him who is gentle , our Lord Jesus Christ, his face full of joy towards you, like a nursing mother whose face is full of joy for her child when he raises his hands and his face up to her

Sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers
Sayings of desert fathers and mothers were recited, collected, added to, and  this process continued in written form from the fourth and fifth centuries. There were two series.In The Alphabetical Collection sayings were grouped according to the desert elder  in  A B C order. In The Anonymous Collection sayings were grouped  by subject.

Good, accessible  selections of the Anonymous Collection are contained in two booklets published by SGL Press, Fairacres, Oxford OX4 1TB: The World of the Desert Fathers ed by Columba Steward OSB (with a useful map of the desert communities) and The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers ed by Benedicta Ward SLG.

Key Sources

Lives

Early Christian Lives (Penguin)
This includes Lives of the first two recorded Christian hermits of the 3rd and 4th centuries:  Jerome’s Life of Paul of Thebes and  Bishop Athanasius’ Life of Antony of Egypt.

The Lives of the Desert Fathers (Oxford and Kalamazoo 1981).

Travellers wrote down their stories of monks. The best known was recorded  in Greek by a group travelling in 394Cassian (360-430)

Cassian joined a Bethlehem monastery, and  visited monasteries in the Egyptian desert  several times with his friend Germanus. He  desired to learn from  the best desert fathers and to apply what he learned to himself and  others. He became the leader of the church in Marseilles, Gaul, where he wrote two books of his desert experiences, which circulated among the monastic churches in Celtic lands.

Conferences by John Cassian (Paulist Press) is an account by Cassian of conversations (conferences) with desert fathers.   Unfortunately this edition in  The Classics of World Spirituality series  omits some chapters, including those on soul friendship.  

The Institutes by John Cassian (Newman Press). The first part deals with the regulations, customs and forms of prayer of Egyptian monasteries. The second part 

deals with the eight destructive passions and strategies for over coming  and replacing these with virtues.

Cistercian Publications,  Kalamazoo, Michigan and Coalville, Leics publish an excellent range of sources  including:

Abba Isaiah of Scetis

Dorotheus of Gaza

Evagriuus Porticus

Harlots of the Desert

Lives of Simeon Styletes

Paphnutius:Histories/Monks of Upper Egypt.

The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers
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