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Abstract: Go into the hills and the wild places with your book and your bell…

Since the very beginnings of Christianity and the early Church, many individuals have sought out those quiet places within the wilderness with an aim to find a deeper understanding of life and a sense of connection to God. Just as Jesus spent 40 days and 40 nights in the wilderness to connect with God, these individuals too sought something more, something which would provide them with more than that which could be found within the cities and towns of their time. As a result, individuals sought out the desert places within the wilderness across places such as Egypt, Palestine, and Syria where they would often live an ascetic life. 

There were many individuals such as St Anthony, John Cassian and Amma Syncletica of Alexandria who sought such a life as this in the wilderness and thus gained the name of the ‘Desert Mothers and Fathers’. These Desert Mothers and Fathers became influential within Christianity through drawing many individuals to them due to the lives they had established in the wilderness along with their teachings as a result, large communities began to be established around them which would later become monastic communities. 

The monastic communities that were first established by the Desert Mothers and Fathers have continued to evolve. Just as monastic communities were greatly influential within early Christianity drawing many individuals to them, they continue to do so today drawing a variety of individuals to them. These communities continued to expand and led to an influence of monasticism within the Eastern Church which spread across Europe. Today the influence of these monastic communities continues to evolve as does society around them and this has led the way to a movement known as ‘New Monasticism’ seeing the establishment of many new monastic communities in 21st Century Britain.

There has been a variety of research throughout the years into the Desert Mothers and Fathers, their lives, and their teachings along with the influence they had within society focusing upon various elements. Within the field of academia there is also a range of research which has focused upon the differing strands of monasticism along with more recent research on new monasticism. Currently there does not appear to be a vast amount of research which looks at the connection of the Desert Mothers and Fathers and their influence on New Monasticism. Through exploring the lives, teachings and communities of these desert ascetic’s this research aims to draw upon previous research whilst also exploring how New Monasticism across Britain has been influenced by them and discovering through literature why monasticism continues to draw people in when society seems to be becoming more secular in its appearance. 


Research Methods: This piece of research will be focusing upon “The Desert Mothers and Fathers and their influence on New Monasticism in 21st Century Britain”. This piece of research will be focusing predominately upon written texts in doing so there are a variety of methodologies which can be used to gain a further understanding of this. 

One of the theories which will be used is that of reception theory. It is widely believed by many scholars that New Monasticism emerged following an influence by the desert mothers and fathers who were the founders of monasticism. In order to understand why monasticism remains influential today it is important to look back to its foundations, how it spread and historical texts of that time along with the lives that the desert mothers and fathers lived. Reception theory enables us to gain an understanding of the intended focus and purpose of a text at a particular period in time along with the influence it held and the relevance that such a text still holds.

As this research is based upon primary and secondary texts a key theory that will be used is modern literary theory. Each text is written with a specific purpose and audience in mind and as such, although they were not intentionally written as so, many of these texts will be biased in where they focus their attention. Literary Theory has many subgroups including narratology which can be used when looking at the lives of the desert mothers and fathers. A further subcategory is new historicism which allows us to look at how particular texts are of historical importance have influenced historical and social situations such as the forming of new monasticism.
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Chapter 1 – They met together and broke bread

Christianity is one of the six major world religions with followers around the world. When looking at early Christianity we firstly think of Jesus as its founder. We may think of Jesus as being a Christian however, Jesus was first and foremost Jewish and followed its teachings. These teachings are found in the Jewish Holy Book called the Torah whilst also known as the Pentateuch. “Jesus started a reform movement within the Jewish religion, he did not establish a new religion or any of the institutional elements it requires”[footnoteRef:1]. It was not until after Jesus’ death that we see the formation of the religion we know today as Christianity. When looking at the early Church, how it was formed and what they did. We can find a depth of information about this through the work of the Apostles, especially that of St Peter and St Paul.   [1:  Woodhead, Laura (2014). Christianity A Very Sort Introduction. Oxford University Press: London. P.38] 


Throughout the Gospels, we see the influence of Jesus developing not only through his ministry and the way he lived his life but also through his teachings to and training of the disciples, who would later become known as the Apostles. The disciples journey with Jesus and have followed him since the very early days of his ministry when they were called to be ‘fishers of men’ (cf Matt 4:19). They have learnt so much about Jesus and seen the omnipotence of God working through him. But still they are curious to know more and be taught more. An important element of Jesus’ teaching is that of him teaching the disciples how to pray. It is within the writings of Matthew where we find the prayer taught by Jesus to the disciples known as The Lord’s Prayer. “Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one” (Matt 6:9-13)[footnoteRef:2]. The Lord’s prayer is the earliest prayer we have from Jesus and forms an important part of Christianity, not least because it is still said in the Christian community today.  [2:  Zondervan, NRSV Journal the Word Bible. Michigan: Zondervan, 1989. P.1191] 


As the disciples learnt more about Jesus and his teachings, Jesus gave him the task of going out and sharing the Word of God first as a group of 12 and then as 72. “After the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every town and place where he himself intended to go….Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; cure the sick who are there, and say to them, “The Kingdom of God has come near to you.” “ (Luke 10:1, 8-9)[footnoteRef:3]. Here we see the earliest form of what we know as ‘missionaries’, individuals sent out to tell others about God in all His aspects. In the Gospel of Matthew, we see a different aspect of this.  [3:  Zondervan, NRSV Journal the Word Bible. Michigan: Zondervan, 1989. P.1274] 


“And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (Matt 28:18-20)[footnoteRef:4]. This is an important passage for the future of the Church. “Here we see the risen Christ…telling his disciples what they are to go and do… Jesus is urging his friends to make disciples by going, by baptising and then by teaching people to observe all the things that he has commanded.”[footnoteRef:5]  What we are seeing in this passage is the teachings that would form part of Christianity. Baptism is an important Sacrament in all denominations of Christianity and as we see here it was also the initial sacrament that followers of Jesus were to take part it. It is in these passages that we see the beginnings of Christianity being formed through Jesus and his disciples who would shortly become the Apostles. [4:  Zondervan, NRSV Journal the Word Bible. Michigan: Zondervan, 1989. P.1227]  [5:  Robert, Adrew (Ed). Johnson, Neil (Ed). Milton, Tom (Ed). (2018). Holy Habits: Making More Disciples: Missional Discipleship Resources For Churches. The Bible Reading Fellowship: Abingdon. P.14] 


In the Acts of the Apostles, we see the foundations of Christianity and are given an insight into what is yet to come. When the Church first met, they did not meet in great buildings as the Church does today in the 21st Century, instead the Church was and some would say is, the people who met as small groups in the homes of each other. An example of this can be found in the early chapters of The Book of Acts where we are presented with the following words: “Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:46-47)[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Zondervan, NRSV Journal the Word Bible. Michigan: Zondervan, 1989. P.1337] 


As we continue to explore the New Testament, we come to the Epistles written by Paul. Paul, who was previously known as Saul persecuted Christians, and would he himself become one of the most influential Christians in the Church’s history. Just like the Apostles spread the Good News of Jesus and his heavenly Father to others, Paul would write to many Christian communities about this person Jesus and how the Christian story was a better than the stories told by the Roman Empire. The teachings which Paul wrote about in these letters, became the cornerstone for many Church communities which would become spiritual families. Even whilst in prison Paul would continue to write to these churches offering them guidance. “Those who assembled constituted a new kind of family, calling themselves “brothers [and sisters].” Paul was their earthly spiritual father and mother, the one who nurtured and disciplined the children with God as the heavenly Father of all.”[footnoteRef:7] Paul was seen by many to be a spiritual Father or a soul friend. Centuries later we would see this happen again as Christianity continued to spread and those who wanted to know more would go to the quieter places and become known as the desert Mothers and Fathers.  [7:  Gorman, Michael J (2008). Reading Paul. Paternoster: Milton Keynes. P.25] 

















Chapter 2 – The Ascetic Life

Being a Christian, especially during the early years during its foundation was a difficult task as many people still worshipped the Roman god’s. As a result of being in the minority, Christians would often be faced with persecution for their beliefs with some even being killed and becoming known as Martyrs such as what happened during the time of Emperor Nero. The definition of a martyr is “a person who is killed because of their religious or political beliefs”.[footnoteRef:8] The first martyr recorded in the New Testament is that of Stephen who would later become known as St Stephen and was stoned to death for his beliefs (cf Acts 7:54-60). The early Christian communities had many different ways of living including as a community of believers and meeting in homes as we looked at in the previous chapter or that of the ascetic life which we will be exploring in this chapter. [8:  Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries definition of a Martyr available from <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/martyr_1?q=martyr> [Accessed 5th June 2024)] 


For many years Christianity remained the minority religion across the Roman Empire with many being weary of this new religion. It would not be until Constantine, who decided that people should move away from worshipping many gods and instead worship the one God through being converted to Christianity, that Christianity would become the official religion of the Roman Empire.

 As a result of the early Christians facing persecution for their faith such as St Stephen, many left the hustle and bustle of the cities in search of a quieter life away from others. [footnoteRef:9]￼  It is also believed that people became Christian as that was the trend becoming extremely popular, not because they believed in the Christian God. [9:  Harmless, William (2008), Monasticism in Harvey, Susan Ashbrook (Ed) (2008), The Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Studies. Oxford University Press: Oxford. P.493
] 


The ascetics were often individuals who went out on their own. Traditionally we often think of them as people who were isolated from others in the desert with little or no social interaction however, on further research into their lives this appears to not be the case.

Chapter 3 – Monasticism and St Anthony

As more individuals began to follow the way of the ascetics, those who were some of the first to do so became influential and many came to learn from their teachings. We can see this through one of the most widely known desert fathers, that of St Anthony. We are fortunate that there are written records on St Athony with books such as the Life of St Anthony written by the 4th century Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria being the most famous. Books such as this give us an insight into his life and the influence that he had on the early Christians during the 4th century.






































Chapter 4 – The Desert Fathers and Desert Mothers


This “movement we now call monasticism would, over the next millennium, leave an indelible impress[ion] upon Christian faith and practice in the medieval West and Byzantine East and Beyond”[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Harmless, William (2008), Monasticism in Harvey, Susan Ashbrook (Ed) (2008),The Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Studies. Oxford University Press: Oxford. pg493] 









































Chapter 5 – Monasticism and the Celtic Saints

As Christianity continued to spread throughout the centuries there were many individuals who felt called to the religious life. There were some who felt called to become hermits like the desert mothers and fathers and live a life in solitude focusing on prayer, silence and devotion to God. There were others who would go on to become influential within Christianity and lead great monastic centres. There are many Celtic Saints whose lives and influence we could explore however, we are going to look at a selection of Celtic Saints whose lives, influence on those of their time and hagiography have become greatly important. Those Celtic Saints are St Aidan, St Hilda and St David.



































Chapter 6 – New Monasticism


As Christianity had grown in its popularity throughout the centuries and become one of the six major religions, movements such as Monasticism have been forgotten by the majority of people however, there are some for whom they are being drawn to the monastic way of life again.

An influential Celtic Saint and one whom many believe is responsible for bringing Christianity to many parts of Great Britain is that of St Aidan. 





































Chapter 7 – Lessons from the Desert Mothers and Father’s for today
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