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LATE IN THE SECOND DECADE of my ministry, I took a long look at myself 
and wondered at what had become of me.  The same thing comes to many of us 
who’ve been related to something or someone for going on twenty years.  We 

wake up one day, look around at ourselves and at the person or career to which we’re 
yoked, and realize that something’s died.
! My trouble had been coming, I suppose, for quite awhile.  Such things usually 
don’t just show up one day, knocking at the door unannounced.  We get hints along the 
way.  A whisper that haunts us in the night.  A gnawing in the gut.  An ulcer, high blood 
pressure, depression.  We get hints, but most of us don’t have a clue what we’re to do 
with them.  And even if we did, few of us have the time or space or wisdom to do much 
about them.  And so, we keep on—hoping things will change without us having to rock 
the boat, praying for a miracle so we don’t have to act, denying resolutely that we’re al-
ready living, to some extent, in the midst of a crisis.  But then the knock comes, crisis 
stands at the door, and we’re faced with a choice.  We can bolt the door and stop our 
ears against the crisis, or we can let it in.  Neither feels like a good choice.  But I’m learn-
ing—largely through the witness of those women and men who’ve lived life best—that 
embracing crisis is the path of God.  Ignore crisis and we’ve chosen a sure way to end 
up sidetracked or derailed entirely, maybe even dead.  And if not dead, at least feeling 
like we might as well be.  
! I think I knew deep in my gut that were I to ignore the crisis standing at the door, 
I could avoid some pain in the short term, but I wouldn’t have the muscle to hold off 
the pain further down the road—and with the freight my crisis was carrying, I feared 
I’d get buried sooner not later.  It was my desperation then, more than any psychologi-
cal or spiritual savvy, that got me to open that door. 

THE TROUBLE STARTED some fifteen years earlier with a very specific event—a 
vision, though I was then too blind to see it as one.  There was no ecstatic trance, 
no audible voice of God.  Nor was I knocked off my horse.  Rather a slant of light 

broke through, for just a fleeting moment, and left something of itself within me that’s 
kept me restless ever since.   
! I’m of that particular tribe of Christians known as the Presbyterians, and Presby-
terians gather regularly as pastors and elders of local congregations to worship and 

R e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  C e n t e r  •   C h r i s  N e u f e l d  E r d m a n

2

1

2



pray, deliberate and decide.  We eat pie and have our after-the-meeting-parking-lot-
meetings where the real business gets talked about.  The meetings are mixed with tes-
timonies to the church in mission, periods of haggling over policy matters, arguing the 
finer points of parliamentary procedure, and all too rarely an honest to goodness theo-
logical debate.  Much of these gatherings, as you might imagine, is rather dull and tedi-
ous.  It was during a rather tedious moment that, Stan, a pastor of one of our tall-
steepled congregations tried to give a little life to his presentation about recent happen-
ings at one of our conference centers.  Our camp and conference centers are often oper-
ating on a shoestring budget and in order to keep afloat try all kinds of things to bring 
in a little revenue.  Stan chaired the board of a one of our Presbyterian conference cen-
ters, which had recently rented its facility to a Hindu group for a spiritual retreat.  Stan 
was clearly aware that some Presbyterians might wonder why one of our mission or-
ganizations had opened its doors to welcome a bunch of Hindus.  

After describing the Hindu gathering and the money we’d got hosting them, he 
told us about the moment when the Hindu leader had introduced him to the Hindu 
community.  “This,” the Hindu had said, “is the Presbyterian holy man.”  Telling the 
story, Stan burst into laughter and said, “Now there’s an oxymoron for you!”  And we all 
laughed, including me.  But as I laughed something cut at me, deep within.  In that 
laughter, that nervous dismissal, I felt a wound sliced open, a pain, a longing, a deep 
dissatisfaction with the bland state of pastoral life that could make us all laugh at holi-
ness.  In that moment, a holy light pierced me and called out to me.  

I think it was at that very moment that I resolved somewhere deep inside to be-
come a saint, though I didn’t have the foggiest idea how.  Sadly, I didn’t know a single 
person who could show me the way.  

I’d resolved to become holy, but it didn’t take long for the ordinary tasks of min-
istry to bury the light that entered me that day.  And because I had no one to 
show me the way, I slipped back into a life that, while fruitful on many levels, left 

me increasingly dissatisfied.  Over the course of the next decade and a half, ministry be-
came subtly yet increasingly colorless and drab, sometimes downright dreary.  Not en-
tirely, of course.  In fairness to the God who’d called me and to the people I served, 
there were enough bright spots to keep my heart in the work.  But bright and lovely as 
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these persons and experiences were, they still couldn’t mask the widening gap between 
who I was called by God to be and the life I was actually living. 

When crisis finally came knocking that day late into the second decade of my 
ministry, I took a long, sober look at myself and saw a person who’d set out as a pastor 
but who along the way had become a manager—a fairly competent manager, but still a 
manager.  I was able to write memos, lead meetings, organize events, raise money, su-
pervise staff, and keep track of details.  I was running a relatively successful church or-
ganization, teaching at a nearby seminary, writing, and consulting.  In addition, I’d kept 
track of a remodeling project in our home, and was helping our teenage sons negotiate 
their path to adulthood.  On top of this I also did what I could to provide the home en-
vironment that made it possible for my wife to teach fulltime while she took night 
classes to complete her credential in special education. 

But all this just helped to mask the crisis within and assure me that for all intents 
and purposes people were pleased with my work, and that I was, by most measures, 
successful.  I could have been quite pleased with myself but for the light that once had 
pierced me.  What light remained would allow me no real pleasure in my status or 
achievements.  It showed me that little I was doing really required God.  And none of it 
needed a saint.  I had become laughable, precisely the oxymoron I’d resolved not to be-
come those many years before.  I was stretched terribly thin—like too little butter 
spread over too much toast.  And, while in many ways successful, I knew I was truly 
failing, not only in what God required of me but also in what my family, friends, and 
congregation truly needed.  It became increasingly difficult for me to assure myself that 
the life I was living was the life the Light intended for me.

Desperate, I opened the door and embraced the light of God that lives inside the 
terror of every crisis.  Fifteen years earlier I hadn’t known what to do with the light of 
God that pierced my heart and whispered to me of holiness.  I hadn’t the foggiest idea 
then how to become a saint, and I didn’t know a soul who could show me how.  A dec-
ade and half later I figured I at least knew where to look for a few great souls.  And so, I 
determined to track them down . . . or die trying.

I knew from history that those who were truly great did not set out to be great.  
We remember few who built great buildings or managed great projects or dis-
covered great things.  Those who stand tallest in our collective memories were 
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great souls.  I also knew the truth made clear at every funeral I’ve ever done: few are 
remembered for the things they thought mattered, the hours they spent at work, the 
ambitions that drove them, even the money and possessions they acquired.  Those who 
are remembered well are those whose lives bring us hope and show us love—those who 
are generous of spirit, those who are wise. 
! As I looked out beyond the tiny part of the world I was feverishly trying to man-
age, I saw a world entering a season that was shaping up to be, by all accounts, a period 
of extreme testing.  Around me I saw no shortage of leaders willing and eager to cham-
pion great visions and projects and plans—skilled politicians, scientists, activists, and 
managers, even religious leaders, with plans to guard us from suffering and build for us 
a future.  But there were few I would call wise, few who could be called “great souls.”  
And those who were, were strange to the eye, formed more by an ancient and durable 
tradition than by the vicissitudes of a world in transition.  They were not enamored 
with the popular and intoxicated by the latest trend.  They were not dazzling experts, 
effective and efficient by modern standards.  In fact, they seemed unmoved by such 
things.  It’s not that they were ignorant of the world around them.  On the contrary, they 
seemed to be the best observers of the world, deeply immersed in ordinary life.  They 
were simply anchored firmly in an alternative reality.  And when they spoke, theirs was 
a voice of wisdom that came from the edge—that is, they spoke for God and lived a life 
of hope from the margins of society.  

“Find them,” the Light whispered.  “Learn from them.”  
So, granted a sabbatical by my congregation, and given the freedom by my gen-

erous family who knew how badly I needed it, I turned my back on what had become 
of me and set out to become wise.  

Two Muslim drivers picked me up early one spring morning at the Windsor Pal-
ace Hotel, crammed in among the once regal waterfront buildings along Alexan-
dria’s bustling Corniche.  On this northern coast of Egypt, Alexander the Great 

had mapped out one of the ancient world’s most important ports, linking Europe to Af-
rica, and beyond, to the mysteries of Asia.  Here, Cleopatra once entertained Marc An-
tony in her palace, and the great rabbi, Philo, once taught the Hebrew Scriptures.  Here, 
too, Jesus may have played in the streets after fleeing the wrath of Herod with his par-

R e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  C e n t e r  •   C h r i s  N e u f e l d  E r d m a n

5

5



ents, Joseph and Mary.  Clement, Origen, and Athanasius taught the faith and formed 
vibrant and courageous disciples in the early years of Christianity.
Egypt.  Land of the Pharaohs.  Egypt.  Land of slavery, death, and the desperate pursuit 
of life.  Egypt.  Land of exodus.  I wondered what this land might hold for me.  
! Mahmoud negotiated his Toyota minivan through Alexandria’s crowded streets 
and chaotic traffic, defying the laws of gravity and physics, deftly carrying Mohammed 
and me past one near collision after another.  Safely outside the city, the desert stretched 
out endless before me.  But I’d come out of the frying pan, only to enter the fire.  

An Egyptian Christian had hired Mahmoud and Mohammed to drive me into 
the desert and to the site of the most ancient of Christian monasteries.  I had nothing to 
fear from them; they were earnest and devout Muslims and if I were an infidel to them, 

you’d never have known 
it.  Nevertheless, the 
thought crossed my 
mind more than once 
that, as an American 
whose government 
seemed to be on a cru-
sade against Islam, I was 
a sitting duck in this 
land.  I had brief visions 
of ending up on the eve-
ning news—blindfolded 
and made to spout anti-
American slogans.  

Hours passed.  I alter-
nated between panic and prayer.  The desert shimmered, heat rising from its ancient 
sands.  I knew where I was paying them to take me, but I had no idea if the two were 
actually driving me there.  My panic turned to raw fear.  Egypt, as it had done for so 
many others desperate or crazy enough to follow God here, was already killing me.
! Several hours southwest of Alexandria, on the eastern edge of the Libyan Desert, 
a narrow road descends into a basin made fertile by millennia of hard labor.  The Wadi 
Natroun, known from the sayings of the desert fathers and mothers as Scete, is home to 
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a handful of primitive monasteries.  My destination was the Monastery of St. Macarius, 
inhabited in one form or another for some sixteen hundred years.  “Find them,” I’d 
heard the Light say so many months earlier.  Aside from St. Anthony the Great, there is 
no soul more renowned for wisdom than St. Macarius the Great, the one who first in-
habited this part of the desert.  Over the centuries, it was to Macarius and those who 
cultivated a holy life in this desert that archbishops and emperors, senators and scien-
tists, the wealthy and the poor all made pilgrimage, seeking a word to sustain them, 
convert them, heal them, transform them.  Some found what they were looking for, oth-
ers did not.  If I were to find wisdom, I wagered that there wasn’t a place on earth more 
capable of helping me than this one.  
! Father Irenaeus stepped from the shade of the monastery’s little door, squinting 
against the sun’s glare, and greeted my Muslim drivers and me with a suspicion that 
only added to my heightened anxiety.  This monas-
tery does not welcome strangers without an invita-
tion.  And given the current state of politics in Egypt, 
and the fragile state of the Christian church under a 
regime increasingly pressured by hard-line Islamic 
fundamentalists, two Muslims bearing an American 
caused no small stir.  The monk, dressed head to foot 
in black, his black beard salted generously with 
white, looked at Mohammed and Mahmoud, then at 
me, and finally at my bags.  He looked long at my 
bags—too long, I thought.  I handed him my email 
invitation from Father Johannas and waited nerv-
ously.  Time stood still, the silence broken only by the 
buzzing of the flies.  

Made desperate by the prospect of returning 
back through the desert to Alexandria or Cairo with two offended Muslim drivers, I 
looked at the monk, then at my bags, and said, “Father, Jesus said, ‘Take nothing for 
your journey.’  I often disobey him—that’s why I’m here.”  

Irenaeus laughed, a new light in his eye, and said in impeccable English, “Then 
welcome, brother!”  
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At St. Macarius I prayed with the monks before dawn and again at dusk.  I ate 
bread for breakfast, and a bowl of lentils for lunch and another for dinner.  And I drank 
tea, lots of tea.  The monks eyed this strange American who’d come among them—I was 
obviously not Coptic, not even Orthodox.  But they were generous and warm, and those 
who spoke some English were eager to try it out on me.  

My cell was a little cubicle adorned with nothing more than a lumpy mattress, a 
fan, and a spray can of Raid.  “Enter your cell,” a desert father said long ago, “and your 
cell will teach you everything.”

In the desert, I was stripped down to nothingness.  No one knew me.  My de-
grees, my accomplishments, my skills meant nothing to these monks.  And no one who 
mattered to me really knew where I was.  I had come to the edge of the known world, 
maybe even stepped off the edge, and for all intents and purposes I was dead.  I could 
do nothing for those I loved back home and for all I knew they were getting along quite 
well without me.  Here in the desert, I had nothing to offer that mattered.  There was 
nothing I had to do, nothing I had to be.  And there was nowhere I could go to win back 
my sense of significance.  

I descended into a desperation I had not known was possible.  A terror in my 
sense of nothingness.  The kind of terror that’s only possible in the desert where you are 
stripped of all the props that hold you up, all that’s dogged your every step.  My fears 
and insecurities, my ambitions and idiosyncrasies had hounded me for all these long 
years and the desert was now killing them, but I didn’t yet know this as an act of grace.  
I felt like I was dying.

My misery shut me down.  Sleep was the only way I could find respite.  In sleep, 
I could inch myself minute by minute toward the day I would leave.  One afternoon as I 
slept a fitful sleep, the Light came to me, an angel awakened me—though it still seems 
hard to believe.  Some, of course, will dismiss this as the fabrication of a troubled mind 
trying to find a way out of its trauma.  It’s true that the psyche is remarkably agile and 
able to find ways to rescue itself.  But it would be a pity to dismiss such a grace, or for 
me to forget it.  Just as the desert was stripping me of all that had become as Pharaoh to 
me, so too this terrifying nothingness was my baptism into my own exodus—a death 
necessary for rebirth. 

Roused from my sleep by the angel, I heard these words:  “You didn’t need to 
come this far to learn what I must teach you.  Though perhaps you did—to finally know 
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the futility of searching the world for answers.  The journey is within, and anyone can 
take it without even leaving home.  The fullness of God is near as your breath, near as 
the beating of your heart.  For the kingdom of God is within you.”

All was suddenly full of light.  Fire everywhere.  

Father Zeno, a monk with eyes dark, his gaze deep like a pool of still water, had 
taught high school French in Cairo before entering the desert.  We sat in the shade 
beneath a trellis of vines and drank hot tea.  “God made us each different from 

the other,” he said.  “So our seeking of him must be according to our individuality.  
Here, we meet twice a day for prayer, but no one is required to attend.  We each find our 
own way.  We each seek Jesus and find him.”  
! Here is the genius of the desert.  Christ himself is sufficient.  Experience is our 
best teacher.  This doesn’t mean that a spiritual enthusiast can run off half-cocked, 
thinking she’s got all she needs.  The desert owns the bleached bones of too many rug-
ged individualists who followed their untamed and deluded minds.  The monastery is a 

witness to the truth that while each individ-
ual must find their own way, that way is 
rarely found in absolute isolation—and only 
then, as with the hermits, after years of ap-
prenticeship so that they don’t go stark, rav-
ing mad.
! I’d come to the desert inspired by the 
stories of pilgrims who’d come before me 
asking the wise for a word.  I suppose I’d 
hoped to trek some lonely path outside the 
monastery to a hermit’s cave and try my 
luck.  Such was my religious fantasy.  But the 
desert beyond the walls frightened me and I 
wondered what I’d find even if I did find my 

way to a hermit; I worried that I might as easily be cursed for my audacity as I might be 
blessed for my courage.  
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! So, with Father Zeno already sitting before me, I figured this might be as close as 
I’d get to asking the wise for a word.  
! Zeno was telling me why he entered the desert.  He’d faced his own crisis.  Tor-
mented by his inability to find Christ while living in the city, he’d come to this desert 
place.  Coming here, he told me, he’d found Christ in his heart.  

“You need not enter a monastery to find Christ.  The monastery was the way for 
me,” he said.  “But it’s better to find Christ in your heart while you live in the world.”
! I wondered if those eyes had looked within my heart and discerned the words 
I’d heard just the day before.  It didn’t matter.  Through Zeno’s own story, I sensed the 
Light again piercing my 
heart and confirming in a 
living, praying person what 
had come to me as a mystic 
ray of love.  Through this 
monk’s words, God was 
sending me back into the 
world where I was to live 
my particular life.  God was 
not going to allow me to 
idealize the monastic life, 
deluding myself into believ-
ing that such experiences 
were possible only in the desert.  The whole earth is full of the light of God, and I was to 
revel in it.  My heart would be my monastery, and within its walls I could reverence 
Christ at all times, no matter where I was in the world. 

Astonishingly, especially after my descent into despair just days earlier—my 
longing to flee the terror of the desert—it now frightened me to leave these physical 
walls that had opened so compellingly a new door of opportunity.  I was afraid of get-
ting all caught up again in running things, forgetting God, living as a stranger to my 
heart.  In spite of the grace given me, I still felt powerless to resist slipping back into 
what I had become and the crisis such a life had brought upon me.  I’d not lived long 
enough with my heart to trust Christ there.  I was still flailing about for some way to ex-
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ercise my mind—not realizing that it was my mind that had gotten me into such trou-
ble. 
! “Father,” I asked, the old, familiar desperation rising up within me again, “but 
how can I become wise?”
! The monk paused for a long while, taking me in, measuring me.
! “Remember that you are nothing,” he said at last.  “And remember that you are 
everything—bought as precious by Christ.  And if you’re everything, so are others.  You 
are to love them.  Embrace them.  You will find yourself in them, and you will find them 
in you.  Love is the path to wisdom.  When you are nothing, you have nothing and need 
nothing and are free to live in love.”
! I’d come in pursuit of wisdom, the use of my mind—a sanctified mind, but still 
the mind.  Instead, I was shown the path of love.  And that path ran through my heart.  
The true pilgrimage was within.  The answer to all my questions, the end of all my 
searching, was as near as the beating of my heart.  

There was nothing more for me in Egypt, or anywhere, that I could not already 
find within. 

Somewhere over the Mediterranean, 35,000 feet above the ancient sea, I shut my 
eyes.  Again, I realized my nothingness.  Aboard this flight, bound for London, no 
one knew me, and no one I cared about knew I was here.  A mechanical failure in 

Cairo had meant a change of flights, and so, if this plane plunged into the sea, it would 
take quite awhile for those who loved me to know about it.  My wife and sons, my con-
gregation, my friends and colleagues, were all busy with their own lives, and few, if any, 
gave me much thought.  There was nothing I could do for them; nothing they could do 
for me.  For all intents and purposes, at that moment, I was as good as dead to the 
world.  But this time, my nothingness didn’t undo me.  I’d suffered death in Egypt, but 
I’d also found a way to live. 
! I pressed my eyes tighter against the emotion welling up within me, but I 
couldn’t hold off the tears.  I didn’t want to.  I wept.  Exquisitely, unexplainably happy.  
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I’d left Cairo early, before the day grew hot.  By evening, rain spattered my wind-
shield as I turned up the heat in my rental car, barreling along Scotland’s A82 
highway north of Glasgow, reveling in the twists and turns of this familiar stretch, 

pressing deeper and deeper into the Scottish Highlands.  Moving from the searing heat 
of the desert to these lush valleys and snow-capped peaks in the span of a few hours 
made my head swim.  Had I been a Celtic monk, one of St. Columba’s disciples, and 
had I gone as a pilgrim to Egypt, returning to my community with news and tales and 
instructions for the holy life, the journey would have taken months at best, more likely, 
years.  Many monks had trafficked back and forth between these two extremes of the 
Roman Empire, and as part of my obedience to the Light’s instructions, I’d determined 
to follow the ancient path between the two, although by very different means.
! I’d been on this road before 
and was headed to a familiar and 
cherished destination—the holy 
isle of Iona, where St. Columba 
and his Irish monks settled on the 
day of Pentecost, the twelfth of 
May in the year 563.  After several 
days climbing in the Highlands, I 
ferried from the Scottish mainland 
to the Isle of Mull, then drove the 
single lane road from Craignur, 
following the long-fingered pen-
insula to the ancient port of Fionnephort.  Finally, I crossed the thin stretch of Hebridean 
sea by ferry to enchanted Iona.  It was May 28, the day after Pentecost, the year 2007.  
! When I stepped back onto Iona’s pebbled beach, I had no intention of talking 
with a soul.  Here, I was not looking for a person; rather, like St. Columba a millennia 
and a half before me—who himself had fled here after crisis came knocking at his 
door—I’d arrived at Pentecost to meet the Holy Spirit and find a place where I could 
make some kind of sense of the trouble that launched this journey, and to enter more 
fully into the light given me in Egypt. 

I’d first thought of following Egypt with Rome, for aside from Jerusalem what 
better destination is there for a pilgrim than Rome?  But Rome would have made me a 
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spiritual tourist.  I’d had enough foresight before embarking to know that tourism is not 
what I needed, no matter how significant the sights.  The Light had commanded me to 

go, not to the centers of 
power (the time I’d spent 
in such places over the 
past decades had not 
served me well), but to 
the edges—to those who 
spoke for God and lived 
out the gospel from the 
margins of the known 
world.  And so, I’d come 
to another desert—this 
tiny, windswept, rocky 
crag of an island that had 

a habit of forming people for God and sending them back toward the centers of the 
known world, changed.  

Nestled among the only cluster of buildings on the island, the Argyll Hotel looks 
east across the water to the Isle of Mull with its Highland peaks towering proudly in the 
distance.  A crackling fire greets guests who warm themselves after their island walks 
with a wee bit of Scotch whisky or black tea, and some animated conversation.  Given a 
little room, quiet and secluded and looking west onto the organic garden that puts 
greens on the table each evening at the Argyll, I promptly set up for myself a simple 
rule that would guide my days while there.  

Each day I practiced a rhythm of prayer, reading, contemplation, walking, and 
joining both morning and evening in the service of prayers at the Iona Abbey.  I kept si-
lence for the most part except when eating my meals and praying with others at the 
Abbey.
! This, of course, was a monastic discipline, not unfamiliar to this island, which 
had been home to Celtic monks for centuries before Viking raids made life here too 
dangerous.  But the island’s power to sanctify, converted the Vikings and by the elev-
enth century a monastic community was once again living on this rocky outcrop, carv-
ing out a generous humanity, an earthy holiness on the edge of the world.  Not many 
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days have dawned here these past fifteen hundred years without some utterance of 
prayer to the Triune God.  The island’s most recent revival of prayer began in the 1930s 
when a Presbyterian, George MacLeod, a fiery reformer with a mystic bent and a pas-
sion for evangelism and social justice, rebuilt the Abbey and refounded an ecumenical 
monastic community here.
! Here, on familiar ground, without the distractions of having to negotiate the 
newness of Egypt, and far away from the nagging responsibilities back home, I began to 
enter my heart in earnest, but I soon found that there was a force just as earnest to keep 
me from it. 

Twice a day, for twenty to thirty minutes, I practiced what the desert tradition calls 
the “prayer of the heart.”  The key to prayer, I’d learned in Egypt, is to stop trying, 
stop seeking, stop posturing, and simply open to Jesus Christ, greet him adoringly, 

and then let my love for him carry me blindly, trustingly, wherever he leads.  
I’d gone to the St. Macarius Monastery in Egypt because of a little book on prayer 

I’d begun a year earlier, carrying a dog-eared copy with me on this pilgrimage.  In the 
book, Matthew the Poor gathered together over fifty-five years of experience in con-
templation and drew upon the rich tradition of prayer nourished by the sayings of the 
Desert Fathers and Mothers, and by the witness of the Russian Fathers as well as the 
mystics of the West.  For years he’d also served as the spiritual father to over a hundred 
monks at the Monastery of St. Macarius, dying a few years before I arrived on the door-
step of the monastery he’d called home.

Matthew the Poor called prayer of the heart (interior prayer or contemplation: 
hesychia in Greek and quies in Latin), an “easy tour”—something so simple it’s nearly 
incomprehensible to the sophisticated mind.  “It requires a simple and easy going soul 
that can go on, caring little how or where it goes.  This may be likened to walking in the 
dark in simple faith, making no use of the sense, mind, or imagination.  It is as though a 
blind man were guided to walk along a path free of stumbling blocks or other impedi-
ments without boundaries on the left or right—a path that is seldom trodden by any-
one.”  The person who prays blindly, relying only on the guidance of the Holy Spirit to 
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lead the heart deeper in love, has a “simple heart, a clear conscience, a serene mind, and 
a calm imagination.”1

Twice a day, I entered my heart and walked this path of simple faith as blindly as 
I knew how.  I sat in my little room at the Argyll or tucked myself into places like the 
shallow cave at the mouth of St. Columba’s Bay.  Once, I huddled against the jumbled 
stone ruin of the Hermit’s Cell on the forgotten side of the island.  With my outsides 
buffeted by a stiff, cold wind, I went inside the cell of my heart, and joined with the 
saints who’d done the same, long before me—some of them on this very spot.

This “tour” of prayer was anything but “easy.”  I was still too sophisticated to 
walk blindly, trustingly.  My over-functioning mind was used to being in control and 
did not cede easily to the priority of the heart.  Instead, each time I calmed and quieted 
my soul (Psalm 131.2), my mind was roused as if to war.  

I’d imagine that most people who’ve set themselves to seek God in prayer know 
this.  The mind leaps into action, chattering like monkeys in a cage or crows in a tree.  

My mind awakened forgotten 
and disconnected memories.  It 
threw at me one responsibility 
after another, picking up more 
along the way like a tornado 
tearing through a clapboard 
town.  It reminded me of my 
failures.  It paraded before me 
my ambitions.  It confronted me 
with fears and lured me with 
sordid lusts.  I’d wanted to enter 
the depth of the heart, a clear 
conscience, a calm and serene 

soul.  But instead I found myself pitched into the raucous tumult of a disorienting inte-
rior battle.
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If not for the witness of the desert I’d have given up and figured the life of prayer 
and the invitation into the way of the heart was for the spiritual athletes of the desert 
and not for those who are called by God to live in cities and in families, those whose vo-
cation is lived among the many distractions of common life.  

The tradition taught me to expect all this.  In fact, the athletes of prayer gave wit-
ness that this is precisely where the battle for holiness is fought.  

And so, I refused to let my mind rule the roost like a two year old who throws a 
tantrum whenever mommy picks up the telephone, terrified that he’s no longer the cen-
ter of her world.  I out-waited my mind and it finally began to relinquish its grip on my 
being.  I began to find that I had a heart I hadn’t really known up to this point—a true 
center to my being, not just a source of feelings, but the very eye of the storm, a rocky 
ledge of unimaginable strength, a sanctuary of divine encounter, a narrow gate opening 
to eternal life.  Whenever a rebel thought distracted me or I found myself fretting over 
something to which I was deeply attached, whenever my judgmental and critical mind 
threatened to shroud my soul in frustration or bitterness, I gathered my thoughts to the 
Beloved rather than fighting them or trying futilely to chase them away.  I summoned 
them one by one, drawing the 
mind down into the heart 
where St. Paul says Christ 
dwells in all his fullness 
(Ephesians 3.19).  Maverick 
thoughts, and the demons 
that like to prey upon them, 
lost their bearings in the pres-
ence of Love.

The holy isle worked 
its mischief on me.  Among 
the ancient ruins, in the foot-
steps of St. Columba, and 
joined to modern pilgrims like me who came at Pentecost to receive from the Holy 
Spirit, this craggy outcrop on the windswept coast of Scotland was a battleground.  But 
it was here that my thoughts—like the Viking raiders who’d tried to claim this ground 
much earlier—began to honor Christ; they learned to relinquish their marauding ways, 
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stand down from their militant rule over my inner life, and humbled, helped rebuild the 
monastery of my heart.

Fittingly, the gate that leads to Benedicta Ward’s study is a narrow one, the 
cobbled path easy to miss.  When she opens the door to her rooms and wel-
comes you with her broad smile and generous gaze, you walk a still narrower 

path inside between shelves laden with books.  She inquires about the rain and how 
easily (or not) you’ve found her place, then sits you down in a comfortable chair, offers 
you tea, and takes you in with a gentle yet arresting gaze.  
! I’d hurried past Magdalen College and across the bridge just east of the city cen-
ter and then along Cowley Road, bustling with buses, crowded with bikes and students 
and, pleasantly for me having come recently from Egypt, the familiar look of Middle-
Eastern shops with Arabic signs standing side by side with traditional English ones.  
This edge of Oxford is clearly in transition.  A mosque stands not far away in a city that 
once was as organically Christian as Mecca is Muslim.
! New to Oxford, the walk through the city center in a steady drizzle took me 
longer than I’d guessed, and I didn’t want to be late for my first meeting with the 
scholar I’d hoped could help me make sense of things.
! Dr. Benedicta Ward’s name pops up just about everywhere you look if you’re 
reading stuff on early Christian spirituality, the desert fathers and mothers, the medie-
val mystics.  She’s an Angli-
can monastic herself—the 
Sisters of the Love of God—
and on the faculty of Oxford 
University.
! She was eager for 
news of Egypt and the desert 
monks.  And she was enrapt 
by my tale of being stirred 
awake by an angel to hear 
the voice of God.  She lis-
tened knowingly as I re-
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counted my conversation with Father Zeno as well as my own inner searching in prayer 
and silence.  To my relief she didn’t take me for a nut, but confirmed my experience by 
quoting a saying from the desert.  To her, being stripped down, disoriented, and essen-
tially killed by the desert, being radically reoriented and raised to new life, made perfect 
sense—just the sort of thing that happens to those who venture into the desert.
! When I’d planned this meeting months earlier, I thought I was setting out on a 
journey to become wise.  But God, through turns wry and unsparing, had put my quest 
for wisdom in its proper place.  Even wisdom, exalted as it is, must serve a “still more 
excellent way” (1 Corinthians 12.31).  In God’s great mischief, I was sitting before a 
scholar who, more importantly, was also a saint—a Sister of the Love of God—who 
knew from the history of the saints and from her own life of prayer that the pursuit of 
wisdom apart from the pursuit of love is, at best, superficial—at worst, it’s downright 
dangerous (1 Corinthians 13.2). 

Here was another of those great souls I’d been sent to find. 

Months earlier, I’d begun my quest in pursuit of wisdom.  Along the way God 
redirected me along the higher path of love, the kingdom within, the exquisite 
happiness of union with God in the here and now.  But leadership questions still 

dogged my heels, even after a mystic experience that should have put such questions on 
the back burner.  And so, still terribly attached to a desire to be significant, I began my 
conversation with Dr. Ward by asking about the contribution of the monks and mystics 
of history to the needs and condition of our contemporary world.  I talked at her about 
the challenges of spiritual leadership today.  I explored my own crisis of vocation, my 
sense that something had died within me.  I told her about the light that had come to 
me so many years before despite the nervous laughter of ministry colleagues for whom 
holiness was little more than a quaint ideal.  And I surveyed what had become of me 
since then—the genuine growth of those I served, my competence in leadership that 
was winning me some influence in the broader church, and the way I was helping my 
wife and sons find their way in life.  Not everything was coming up roses, but much of 
it was.  Yet even my successes had lost their sweetness.  My life as a management execu-
tive had become like straw to me.
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! Sister Benedicta listened intently.  Then, after some silence, she opened up a little 
book and read:

A brother came to Abba Poemen and he said, “Some brothers live with 
me; do you want me to be in charge of them?”  The old man said to him, 
“No, just work first and foremost and if they want to live like you, they 
will see about it for themselves.”  The brother said to him, “But it is they 
themselves, father, who want me to be in charge of them.”  The old man 
replied, “No, be their example, not their legislator.”2

She closed the book.  Then pulling a thicker one from her shelf and putting it in 
my hands, she said: “Now go, bury yourself in what the desert fathers and mothers say 
about non-judgment, then come again in two days.  Same time.  We’ll go further in and 
higher up.” 

Her eyes danced playfully as she saw me out, pointing me through the narrow 
gate. 

The next two days I did as I was told.  I buried myself in the sayings of the de-
sert and found them replete with instruction about non-judgment and I found 
myself up against a logic that unnerved me. 

I read of a disciple driven to Abbot Poemen by his great anxiety.  “What should I 
do, Father?  I can find no rest.”  Knowing him, the old man replied, “Never despise 
anybody, never condemn anybody, never speak evil of anyone, and the Lord will give 
you peace.”3

! My mind’s eye looked on as a hermit humbled a brother who was smitten by the 
need to make something of himself by pointing out the failures of others.  “Do not judge 
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an adulterer if you are chaste,” he warned, “or you will break the law of God just as 
much as he does.  For he who said ‘Do not commit adultery’ also said ‘Do not judge.’”4

! On another page, I heard the voice of God in the words of another hermit who’d 
once heard a voice saying to him:  “Men have taken my judgment into their own 
hands.”5

And then, I saw myself in an ancient seeker named Joseph, who, roused to seek 
out the wisdom of the desert by his longing for the holy life, approached a hermit in the 
midst of his own sadness over the blandness of his existence.  “If you want to find rest 
in this life and the next,” the old man told Joseph, “ask yourself at every moment, ‘Who 
am I?’ and judge no one.”6

! “Judge no one,” the hermit said.  But I live by judging.  A thousand or more 
judgments a day.  It’s hard to imagine living without evaluating the world around me—
the dangers, the opportunities, and the life adjustments necessary to navigate my way 
successfully through them.  What’s more, the ability to make sound judgments isn’t just 
important for my own life, it’s important for the lives around me—those I love and for 
whom I hold some responsibility.  Judging is what leaders do.  But if I, as a leader, un-
derstand my mission as motivating and influencing others toward some end, leadership 
will require the exercise of power.  It is this use of power that is fraught with peril for all 
who remain blind to the false self we unwittingly parade before the world.
! A few hours before I’d stumbled upon these words, I’d grumbled to myself about 
my sons as I’d passed through the crowds on Cornmarket Street and one of the city’s 
famed buildings where Shakespeare “was wont to go into Warwickshire once a yeare, 
and did in his journeye lye at this house in Oxon where he was exceedingly respected.”  
My teenage sons were holed up in our apartment just a stone’s throw from the Oxford 
Castle.  To me they seemed disinterested in their surroundings, the marvels of this his-
toric city.  In my mind they were being robbed of a remarkable experience because they 
were glued to their laptop computers, lured by the sticky web of internet gaming, MyS-
pace, FaceBook, and instant messaging.  I felt powerless to affect them.  I was telling 
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myself that they were going to completely miss out on Oxford and the England around 
it.  And I was angry, judging them, judging our experience, judging myself.  All this had 
put me in a pretty foul mood.  Ultimately, I felt like I was failing, that I was a bad father, 
an impotent leader.  

This was not unlike other situations I’d found myself in over the years.  As a 
leader, parent, even husband, I’ve always had some idealization in my mind, some end 
or goal toward which I was to inspire and motivate others.  And for me there was al-
ways a gap between that idealization and the reality on the ground.  That gap was fer-

tile ground for my critical facul-
ties, my skill at judging how far 
we still had to go to reach per-
fection.  And that was it, wasn’t 
it?  Perfection.  I already knew 
myself to be a perfectionist, a 
recovering perfectionist I liked 
to tell myself, but still smitten 
with the need to achieve the 
ideal, to do whatever it took to 
insure that I wasn’t bad, that I 
wasn’t wrong.
I recall a time when meditating 

on the first few paragraphs of Genesis, I’d meandered along until I reached the thirty-
first verse of chapter one and came across God’s own verdict on his act of creating.  
“God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.”  Instantly the 
words rocketed into my brain, “But you say, it’s never good enough!”  

Never good enough.  What a damning indictment of my own hubris, a tragic 
usurping of God’s own verdict on his creation.  Who am I that I should make such a 
judgment—to take the judgment reserved for God alone into my hands?  Judging is 
what I did, it made me who I am, and I used it to try to make others into who I thought 
they ought to be.  But am I the judge of all I see?  If I’m not, then who am I after all?  

“Who am I?”  That’s the question the desert hermit knew would lead Joseph to 
salvation.  And those who’ve cherished the desert wisdom collected sayings like this 
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because they knew that “Who am I?” was a question pregnant enough to lead pilgrims 
like me in the way of salvation.

And so, with more questions than I had answers, I once again passed the narrow 
gate to Sister Benedicta’s office.  

“How can I be a leader if I must stop judging and evaluating, making decisions 
and managing the organization and our life together?” I pressed her, desper-
ately.  “Is it even possible to practice non-judgment in the world, outside a 

hermit’s cell?  I can’t see non-judgment and leadership walking hand in hand in the real 
world.” 

Sister Benedicta waited before answering.  I watched as she measured her re-
sponse.  “You lead people,” she said, “I understand that, and that is required of you as a 
shepherd, but is leader who you are?  What did the hermit tell Joseph?  ‘Ask yourself at 
all times, “Who are you?”  So I ask you, Christopheros, who are you?”

My mind began to spin.  Like a rock climber on a wall of old granite, my mind 
lurched desperately for one handhold after another.  One by one, the places I’d gone in 
the past for answers gave way.  All that I’d previously pinned my identity on crumbled 
like old, rotten granite beneath my hands.  My old answers would no longer hold. 

“Who are you?”  Her question hung in the air.  Humiliated, I said at last: “I don’t 
think I know.”  

The room was silent, deadly silent.  I felt the presence of this Sister of the Love of 
God.  I sensed her prayers.  But she made no move to rescue me.  She let me sit in my 
bewilderment, my suffering.  I felt lonely.  Stripped down.  Small.  Foolish.  Naked.  It 
felt like I was in Egypt all over again. 

“So, you don’t know who you are,” she said gently, breaking a long silence, “and 
it seems to me that you’ve judged ‘not-knowing-who-you-are’ to be a bad thing.  Chris-
topheros, what if it’s not?”  

She’d not only read me rightly, but she’d used that strange rendition of my name 
again.  Christopheros.  I wondered what it meant. 

She smiled.  “The point is, you don’t know, do you?  And the saints teach us that 
you can’t know who you are, apart from a life of prayer.”  
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But I’m supposed to know, I thought, my mind lurching for any handhold it once 
knew and trusted.  Ever since I can remember I was supposed to know such things.  
And if I didn’t know such things, or have a good answer, or be on top of my game, then 
I’d better figure out a way to get there.  

“God alone knows who you are,” she was saying while my mind spun.  “And 
you can only hear the grace of who-you-are in silence before God, in the freedom of a 
holy detachment from all the shoulds and oughts you’ve been carrying on your back, all 
the created things, even good things that clutter your inner life, demanding your atten-
tion, competing with God for your heart.” 

All my life I’ve struggled to live free from my father’s judgments, from my sense 
of awe over his bright mind that seemed always to have a the right answer, know the 
right thing to do.  And all my life I’ve struggled to live free from my mother’s relentless 
need to please those around her, her constant evaluation of herself, her anxiety to man-
age her world well.  I watched her struggle until her dying day to get free from her own 
attachment to the shoulds and oughts ingrained in her by her own father and mother.  A 
preacher’s kid, she was driven to put on a good face, have it together, insure that others 
were happy with her even if she was miserable inside.  

Who am I?  I know at least this—I am my parents’ son.  I’m carrying on their leg-
acy.  I’m bearing burdens they inherited and bequeathed to me.  I’m running around 
trying to polish some glittering image of myself that I think will please others, proving 
that I am good and competent and successful.  All this has demanded all my attention, 
all my energy.  All this has competed, as Sister was saying, “with God for my heart.”  In 
Egypt, I heard God speak to my heart.  In Egypt, God mercifully stripped me, for just a 
brief season, of all this that has served as Pharaoh over me.  In Egypt, God called me out 
of slavery and, through my own exodus, into an identity I could only learn in the de-
sert—stripped of all falsehoods, humbled and silent and naked before the living God. 

“Every person needs the freedom to hear God speak the grace of their identity 
without someone else meddling, without someone playing God. No one can or should 
manage this for others.  Non-judgment is about creating a realm of freedom for each 
soul to encounter God.”  

Non-judgment is the discipline of a saint who knows he cannot, she must not 
play God, for we have enough trouble removing the log in our own eye and therefore 
have no business trying to remove the speck in someone else’s.  This is the genius of the 
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desert.  It is the gift of the tradition of prayer that springs from the fathers and mothers 
of the desert.  Prayer frees us from all created things and from the daily concerns that 
vie for our attention and affection; prayer draws us into the cloud where we become 
blind and deaf and dull to all else but God, where we know nothing but a loving at-
tachment, a real union with God alone—where we feed on the daily manna and drink 
from the desert’s hidden springs.  In this union with God in prayer we possess all we 
need for this life and the next.

“So, Christopheros, Christ-bearer, you are to ‘be their example, not their legisla-
tor,’ as the hermit said.  Be a saint among your people—not their manager, their ruler, 
their judge, even their leader.  Christopheros, find that way and you will be free to hear 
the voice of God, and so will they.  Watch, and pray that you may not be tempted to 
play God.”

“Such a life of prayer is so new to me, I don’t think I know the way.” 
She paused, thinking.  “I can point the direction,” she said at last.  “But remem-

ber always:  God is your best teacher, and you’re already a good way down the path.  
This is enough for today.  Next time we meet, I’ll just help a little along the part of the 
path you’re now on.  Go now,” she said, smiling, “you’ll find a little known text called 
the Ancrene Wisse in the Bodleian Library.  It’s a thirteenth century guide for English an-
chorites.  Also thumb through The Pursuit of Wisdom, a fourteenth century letter from an 
English spiritual director to someone on a path not unlike your own.  Both will speak to 
you.” 

For the good part of a week I sat in Oxford’s medieval library and lived in the 
Middle Ages, listening to advice on prayer.  Written for female hermits devoted 
to the life of prayer and spiritual guidance, the Ancrene Wisse gave me a glimpse 

into the influence of the desert fathers and mothers on English spirituality nearly a 
thousand years after the ancient seekers first headed into the desert.  Here was instruc-
tion in prayer that stood midway between the desert mystics and my own time—both 
in time and place.  It was a faithful and helpful improvisation on the message that had 
come to me in the desert.  This medieval testimony affirmed to me that I had indeed 
taken hold of the third rail of the Christian tradition, the divine center that enlivens the 
faith of the church and gives it its inextinguishable power.
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“Protect your heart well,” the teacher wrote, “with every kind of defense, daugh-
ter.  The heart is a most wild beast and makes many a light leap out.  As St. Gregory 
says, nichil corde fugiatus, ‘nothing flies out of a person sooner than their own heart.’”7 In 
Egypt, God had rebuked me for neglecting my heart—living externally, attached to my 
accomplishments and to a self-contrived, self-managed identity.  The kingdom of God is 
within, near as the beating of the heart.  I’d flown halfway across the world to learn that 
I needn’t have gone anywhere at all—there is within me a vast interior landscape of ex-
quisite beauty and wonder and mystery.  Guard that landscape at all costs, for it is pre-
cious beyond measure.
! And then as if this ancient spiritual guide had been listening in on my recent 
conversation with Sister Benedicta, I read this:  “If you do not know yourself, O fair one 
among women, says our Lord, hear now: do what you should here and you will be fair 
elsewhere, not only among women but 
among angels.”8  I’d spent so much of my 
life concerned with being “fair else-
where,” that is, successful, influential, 
praise worthy externally.  Was it any 
wonder I knew little of my true self?  “Do 
what you should here,” that is, in the 
sanctuary of the heart, and you won’t 
have to worry about how you’re doing 
elsewhere; you will be living from the 
center of the kingdom of God, dwelling in 
the mystery of eternal life.  Some five 
hundred years after this thirteenth cen-
tury instruction, the Russian Orthodox 
saint, Seraphim of Sarov, would say much 
the same thing—“Acquire inner peace, 
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and thousands around you will find their salvation.”9

! Sister Benedicta said that the grace of my true identity is found in the freedom of 
direct encounter with God.  That encounter is more than freedom, it is the joy of a di-
vine romance:  “Beseech me for kisses within your heart’s bower, as my lover who says 
to me in the book of love:  ‘Let my lover kiss me with the kiss of his mouth, the sweetest 
of mouths,’ (Canticles 1.1).10 This kiss, dear sisters, is a sweetness and a delight of the 
heart so immeasurably sweet that every taste of the world is bitter compared with it.  
But our Lord kisses no soul with this kiss who loves anything but him, and those things 
it helps to have for his sake.”11

I had loved much, so many other things that had become as God to me.  I’d 
loved, even craved the gifts but not the Giver.  And yet I’d been kissed in Egypt and 
embraced on Iona, and now knew in my own heart the sweetness and delight of this 
love that made all I’d sought up to this point bitter in comparison.  

My practice of prayer during these days was erratic, confused by the busyness 
of the city and by the presence of my family, who’d joined me here in England.  
In Egypt and on Iona I’d been alone, and freedom from my responsibilities to 

others had afforded me an unusual privilege.  There was nowhere I had to go, nothing I 
had to do, nothing I had to be.  Now, with my family and in a strange city, life was more 
complicated.  
! I did find places to pray though, but not as easily as I’d have liked.  The churches 
were largely given over to tourists, and many of the gardens in the colleges were off 
limits.  I did find a hospitable and quiet place far in the back of the gardens of St. John’s 
College and went there often when it wasn’t raining.
! There, as on Iona, I entered my heart in prayer.  And there, as on Iona, I found it 
most often not to be a place of tranquility and peace, of “sweetness and delight,” but 
rather a battlefield.  On Iona my habit was to out-wait the turmoil of cascading 
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thoughts, stealing a moment of rest in God here and there along the way.  In Oxford, I 
added to this inner warfare a gentle acceptance of whatever thoughts came my way, not 
judging them or myself as good or bad because of them.  I welcomed them and drew 
them down into my heart and to the love of Christ awaiting them there.  Thoughts of 
course came crashing into my mind, enticing me out of my heart, but I held my ground, 
protecting the heart, drawing one maverick thought after another into the loving em-
brace of Christ.  I wooed them with the promise of a blessed kiss from the Savior.  Some 
yielded, others did not, and I let them go their way, refusing to follow where they 
wanted to lead me.  I found that when I allowed myself to become drunk with love, 
even demonic temptations became disoriented.  Love alone—not the force of my mind, 
the severity of my judgments, the muscle of my will—tamed the wild beasts.  
! Sister Benedicta had also urged the fourteenth century text, The Pursuit of Wis-
dom, upon me.  The title alone appealed me, for hadn’t I begun this journey in just such 
a pursuit?  Wisdom had been my aim, but my pursuit of wisdom had led me to the 
fount of love instead.  Love, according to the praying tradition, is the only path appro-
priate for those who seek the face of God.  
! If I wished to pursue wisdom, the medieval mystic taught, I must follow the path 
that had opened up to me, the path of love, interior prayer, the reverence of the holy 
mystery that is Christ within.

You must gather together your thoughts and your desires and make of them a 
church; and there learn to love only this good word Jesus, so that all your de-
sires and thoughts are directed to love Jesus alone—and that unceasingly in-
sofar as it may be here.  So you will fulfill what is said in the Psalm: “Lord, I 
will bless thee in the churches”—that is, in thoughts and aspirations, see to it 
that all your thoughts and desires, and your meditations and aspirations, are 
directed alone to the love and praise of this Lord Jesus.  And do not fail in this 
mindfulness insofar as it is possible by grace, and your frailty will permit.12
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When I wasn’t in St. John’s garden praying or in the library reading, I worked 
to gather my thoughts and desires into the church of my heart.  My frailty and 
mistakes notwithstanding, I found it was possible to remain mindful of this 

practice even in a crowded Oxford bus or while on a picnic with my family.  I found 
that doing so made me more pleasant to be around, more fully present—less distract-
ed—here and now to those I love, and to the wonder of their lives and the world around 
me.  

And doing so made all things much more pleasant to me.  
“Before we speak of prayer,” Sister Benedicta began when I returned to her office, 
“would you allow me to say a bit more about our last subject—non 
judgment?”
! I nodded, appreciatively.  I’d made the inner turn away from my habits, the be-
ginnings of a conversion from a judgmental life, but my habits had not turned from me.  

“There is a difference between judgment and discernment.  I think you’re ready 
to hear this now that you’ve 
begun to distance yourself 
from judgment.  Our Lord 
commands us not to sit in 
judgment over another, but 
he does require us to be dis-
cerning.  The desert sayings 
are as full of instruction 
about discernment and dis-
cretion as they are about 
non-judgment.  The life of 
prayer, true union with God and detachment from their own ego needs made the fa-
thers and mothers extraordinarily discerning even while they avoided judgment at all 
costs.  

“Discernment knows the difference between truth and trash.  Having discretion 
is like having a very good nose, able to detect the moment milk begins to sour.  The 
trouble is that it’s terrible easy to let a good nose become a big nose and go poking 
round in everyone’s business.  That’s when discernment makes the disastrous turn to-
ward judgment.  The only way to guard the way is the devout life.  The life of union 
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with God.  Silence.  Solitude.  Humility.  And community—for it’s in community that 
our lives are tested every bit as much as they are when we enter the battleground of our 
inner lives.  A life of union with God is, as you know, terribly rare today among those 
who like yourself live out their vocation of prayer in the world.”

I understood.  Teased away from my life-long habits, I’d been given a window to 
see how human judgment stands in the place of Christ; it usurps the mystical presence 
and the eternal office of the One who alone rules the world.  The moment I judge an-
other I enter a realm of terrible peril.  It is possible for me to judge rightly, but my genu-
ine ignorance (no matter how smart I think I am) and my myopic viewpoint, makes it 
much more likely that I will not.  Fidelity to the commands of Jesus mercifully requires 
me to judge no one and, instead, cede judgment to God alone (Matthew 7.1-5).  Only 
then can I guard my heart from the hubris and idolatry of the glittering image I’ve tried 
to manage for myself—that false self that’s captive to habits of managing power, which 
I, of course, want to use for good, but which inevitably become tools for powers that are 
neither benign nor holy.  Attached uncritically to the many masks of the false self, I will 
be unable to judge rightly and will instead rule out of a deeply wounded self that 
knows no way beyond itself and into the world of the other.  

While judgment steps over a line-in-the-sand Jesus commands his disciples not 
to cross, discernment is a practice that grows from the wisdom born of love—for God 
and for neighbor.  But discernment requires humility if it’s to remain a nose of rightful 
proportion.  Humility is discernment’s natural habitat, and the soul must be schooled 
for long hard years before it can trust its opinions as the fruit of genuine discretion.  

True discernment requires saints, and saints are made by prayer.

“Our times are the antithesis of the praying life,” Sister began as she turned 
our final conversation toward prayer.  “It is for the praying life that Arsenius, 
a well-educated Roman of senatorial rank, left the court of Emperor Theodo-

sius, sailed from Rome to Alexandria, and entered the desert.  He’d known the distrac-
tions of life we modern people know.  He’d known the emptiness of a life of power and 
influence that you yourself have found wanting.  Like you in your own quest for a 
fuller, holy life, he’d prayed, ‘Lord, lead me in the way of salvation.’  In answer, he’d 
heard a voice saying, ‘Arsenius, flee, be silent, pray always.’  You’ve made your own 
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flight into Egypt—from the halls of Western power—to the port of Alexandria and, like 
Arsenius before you, into the desert.  And you, as with Arsenius, have tasted true si-
lence.  Now you must learn to pray always, unceasingly, the prayer of the heart.

“All through our praying tradition, East and the West, there are two prayers the 
athletes of God have kept on their lips and in their hearts.  The first comes from the sev-
entieth Psalm: ‘O God, come to my deliverance; O Lord, make haste to help me,’ and it’s 
a very common way praying people have constantly returned to the center in the midst 
of the distractions of life; they’ve prayed it until it’s become habit, even instinct.  The 
second prayer is like it, yet it’s even better as a summary of the gospel—a complete the-
ology in a nutshell.  The Jesus Prayer.  You’ve heard of it?”

I nodded.  I recognized the phrase, but nothing more.
“It is a way, St. Gregory taught, for the beloved to always remember they are the 

beloved of God.  It is a way, teaches Bishop Kallistos Ware—a contemporary teacher of 
the way of prayer in our modern world—for us to become who we are by virtue of our 
creation in the image of God and our recreation in our baptism.  Through this prayer we 
stand continually in the presence of the One who is within us, who never ceases to 
speak within us, who encircles us entirely.”

“Lord Jesus Christ,” she began to pray, speaking the words slowly, reverently.   
“Son of God.”  Each word heart-deep.   “Have . . . mercy . . . on me . . . a sinner.”  

I’d known the prayer once but had discarded it, not knowing its history, its prac-
tice, its purpose.  

“That’s the standard form of the prayer, prayed in the heart hundreds of times a 
day until the heart prays without conscious effort.  It’s not a mantra, mind you, a mere 
tool for settling the mind.  No, no.  With it we call upon the divine name of Jesus, and 
the grace of Jesus comes to us on the wings of this prayer.  Neither is it a mere method.  
It has as many variations as there are persons.  Some shorten it to ‘Jesus, Son, have 
mercy,’ others synchronize the prayer with their breathing—breathing in on one line of 
the prayer, then out on another.”

This was my final meeting with this scholar-saint.  I knew I’d come to the end of 
a short season of spiritual direction with one of those Jesus had sent me to find.  I was 
grateful.  But I was also fearful, feeling the same sense I felt upon leaving Egypt.  Here 
and now I was sheltered in a holy place.  Soon I would be on my own, back in my own 
part of the world—back among all that had cast me out, so far from home.
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Sister Benedicta read my mind. 
“Practice the prayer,” she said.  “Let it detach you from all that clamors for your 

attention and affection.  Speak it lovingly, adoringly.  Cling to it.  Become unconscious 
of the act of speaking the prayer and let it guide you into your heart and to Jesus who 
awaits you there.  Experience will be your teacher.  God will not abandon you if you 
seek him in faith.  And don’t let anything tempt you to believe otherwise.  Meditate on 
the Gospel story of the Transfiguration—it is a key text for those climbing the holy 
mountain of prayer.  And if you need a little help along the way, get the book The Way of 
the Pilgrim.  No single book has done more to reintroduce the Jesus Prayer to the mod-
ern world than this little Russian tale.  

“Christopheros,” she said, her eyes dancing once more, “I wish you a very good 
journey.”

I made my way along the cobbled path from Sister Benedicta’s door and 
through the narrow gate onto the bustling streets of modern Oxford.  I was to 
meet my family for lunch near Blackwell’s on Broad Street.  The next day, 

we’d travel into London.  Beyond that, lay our trip home and a return to the life I’d fled 
in search of salvation—much like Arsenius.  But unlike Arsenius, I was not staying in 
the desert, I was returning to “Rome”—to the place of action and responsibility and in-
fluence.  

I was to become an earthy, worldly saint, living an ordinary, active life that was 
in so many ways “the antithesis of the praying life,” as Sister Benedicta had put it.  I 
was to find a way of returning to the center of my being, meeting Christ there with un-
common frequency and intensity.  

Could I?  Would I?  Or would I drift back into the banal existence that had 
brought upon me this crisis? 

Nearly two decades earlier, a thin ray of light had awakened in me an inextin-
guishable desire for God.  I knew then that the path of true holiness was the path I must 
walk, but I hadn’t a clue how, and I didn’t know a soul who could show me the way.  I 
now not only knew great souls who could guide me, but by the mercy of the One who’d 
pierced me with His light, I’d dwelt among them and learned from them. 

The road before me would be a hard one.  Jesus himself had said as much.  The 
saints of history had proved as much.  But Jesus and his beloved saints also testify that 
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this hard road is the road of life.  It’s the easy road, so well marked and commonly trav-
eled that’s deadly (Matthew 7.13-14).  I’d known that road and I wanted no more of it.  
I’d found those I’d pledged to find, and they’d accompanied me on this new and differ-
ent way.  Among them I’d found myself stripped down, torn apart, and in many ways, 
dying to all that was dear to me.  But I was returning home having tasted Life—“a 
sweetness and a delight of the heart so immeasurably sweet that every taste of the 
world is bitter compared with it.”  

I stepped out onto Cowley Road and into the crush and press, the grating noise, 
the dance of light, the woe.  But to my eyes and ears and heart it was all a poem—a 
hymn to life.  Each line was sharper, each color brighter, every sound crisper.  I loved it 
all.  In each harried face, the stench of traffic, the bottle broken in the gutter  . . . a sac-
rament, a mystery, a call to prayer.

Of course, Cowley Road didn’t greet everyone as it greeted me.  And up to a few 
months ago, I’d have seen little of what I saw now.  The road from there to here was 
hard indeed.  But mercifully, I’d found the gate, and on the other side, drunk deep from 
the river of God’s delights.

Few find the narrow gate, said Jesus, and walk the hard road (Matthew 7.14).  
But few is not the same as none.  I walked along Cowley Road, across the Magdalen 
Bridge, and into Oxford’s crowded city center.  “Others are searching,” whispered the 
Light.  “And many of them don’t have the foggiest idea how to find what they’re look-
ing for.  They don’t know a single person who can show them the way.  They will find 
you, and when they do . . . ‘be their example, not their legislator.’”  

The path, though hard and less traveled, would not be lonely.  I was promised 
companions on the inner way.  Chastened before they raised their ugly heads, my old 
ways were told in no uncertain terms that they were no longer needed.  I wasn’t to 
manage my return or my future.  All would be given to me.  

And so I returned home.  But I never ceased to be a pilgrim.  “The journey is 
within,” God told me in the heart of the desert, “and anyone can make that 
journey without even leaving home.  The fullness of God is near as your 

breath, near as the beating of your heart.”  Each day is an adventure as challenging and 
exhilarating as any journey I could take beyond the ordinariness that is my life here and 
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now.  And this may well be the real art that is prayer—living as earthed as possible in 
the humus that is this life, my life; lost in rapt attentiveness to all things as sacrament, 
all things as wondrously alive to God, and all God alive to all things.  This is the begin-
ning and the end of living prayer.  It is the substance of everything in between.  But 
“near as your breath” doesn’t make living prayer easy.  A life alert to God always and in 
everything is not a bliss that’s devoid of struggle, a peace wrought without warfare.  

In the years since my return, my successes (if you can call them that) and my 
failures (if they really are failures at all) have confirmed to me a pair of truths that stand 
as sentinels to the life of prayer, paladins that hem me in, mercifully picking me back up 
when I am given over to despair, and giving me a good whack on the side of the head 
when I’m tempted to think I’ve got it figured out.   First, a life of unceasing, interior 
prayer is possible for non-monks, for ordinary saints who long to pray in the midst of so 
much that seems to militate against prayer.  And this way of life can taste of peace, even 
bliss.  Second, this it is a way of immense difficultly, a path fraught with challenge, and I 
will struggle to live a life of prayer to my dying day.  

Happily, these twin sentinels, rather than grim watchman, serve me best when 
they are more like jesters in a royal court.  When I’ve taken myself too seriously, endan-
gering the life of prayer, they’ve teased me back toward the center—poking fun at my 
seriousness, regaling me with honest humor, diverting me from my worst enemy . . . 
myself.  “Angels can fly because they take themselves lightly,” wrote G.K. Chesterton.  
The devil, my jesters want to add, fell by sheer force of gravity.    

Humor then, a playful posture toward this serious engagement with God in 
prayer, keeps me nearer the center than I’d otherwise be.  But so do other ordinary 
saints, who like me, find themselves drawn to the life of prayer.

I was told that upon returning, I’d find companions on the inner way.  More ac-
curately, I was told that they’d find me.  My work was to keep myself from arousing my 
sense of control—my desire to manage things—by trying to find those others.  It was 
hard, even humiliating, for my ego to step down and get out of the way.  My ego des-
perately wanted to tell people they ought to want to pray.  It wanted to get others on my 
path, to herd the church through the narrow gate, to “should” them in my direction.  
But the sentinels kept me on the path; the jesters kept me honest.  If there’s one thing 
the ego can’t stand, it’s to be jeered.  The ego is my prideful self, and so to call it off, to 
back it down from its aggressive attempts to launch into its management program for 
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myself and others, I learned to laugh whenever it started to flail about looking for lev-
erage.  Eventually, I think it began to chuckle too—a dry, nervous laughter, but laughter 
nonetheless.  And it’s laughter that’s saving me for the life of prayer.

Cindy’s the first to have come to me.  A high-powered business leader, a musi-
cian, and an ordained church officer, she came me one day and said, “I’ve sensed some-
thing new in you, and I sense in me a growing discomfort with my life.  I find myself 
saying, ‘There’s got to be more to this Christian life than what I’m living.  Where’s the 
living water?”  

With words reminiscent of Sister Benedicta’s own words to me a few months ear-
lier, I said: “I can point you in a direction, but remember, God is your best teacher.  
You’ve asked the question.  That’s evidence that you’ve already awakened, you’re al-
ready on the path.”  

Others came.  Some of them further down the path than I was.  Others just be-
ginning, struggling to one degree or another with their own internal crises, longing for 
God in the midst of it all—all of us stirred by a light that’s pierced us, a wound that’s 
made us restless for holiness.  On this common pilgrimage the best thing I can do for 
them is to live among them.  If they choose to take upon themselves some part of the 
life of prayer I’m living, well and good.  But all of them are improvising on the life in 
their own ways, and more often then not, I find myself taught by them—by what I see 
and hear and touch of their courageous, sometimes faltering, other times flourishing 
journey into the mystery that is God.

My pilgrimage into a life of prayer, and its companionship with the unher-
alded saints around me, is reminiscent of an earlier age. 
In the third and fourth centuries C.E. a swelling tide of men and women 

looked around themselves and saw a world fragmented and frayed, an old world 
crumbling before their eyes, another one struggling to be born.  Around them they saw 
no shortage of leaders willing and eager to champion great visions and projects and 
plans.  But few of those politicians, scientists, kings, and priests were the wise sort who 
could do what these men and women sensed needed to be done.  Those who thought 
they were wise weren’t, and those who were, either didn’t know themselves as wise or 
didn’t care to use their wisdom to build a conventional world.  This swelling tide of 
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men and women sought God and only God—sometimes in very strange and even haz-
ardous ways (which only shows how desperate for God they were and how strange, 
maybe even laughable, holiness was to contemporary society).

Throughout all my travels I’d carried around a little, battered copy of Thomas 
Merton’s The Wisdom of the Desert.  There are only a handful of days in the last several 
years that I’ve not dipped into the sayings of the fathers and mothers of those early cen-
turies and found myself refreshed by the relevance of their way of life for ours today.  
Merton ends his tidy introduction to these sayings with a bracing vision I’ve not been 
able to shake. It is a prophecy—for half a century ago Merton saw and described the sea 
change that’s now upon us.  

It would perhaps be too much to say that the world needs another move-
ment such as that which drew these men [and women] into the deserts of 
Egypt and Palestine.  Ours is certainly a time for solitaries and for hermits.  
But merely to reproduce the simplicity, austerity and prayer of these 
primitive souls is not a complete or satisfactory answer.  We must tran-
scend them, and transcend all those who, since their time, have gone be-
yond the limits which they set.   We must liberate ourselves, in our own 
way, from involvement in a world that is plunging to disaster.  But our 
world is different from theirs.  Our involvement in it is more complete.  
Our danger is far more desperate.  Our time, perhaps, is shorter than we 
think. 

We cannot do what they did.  But we must be as thorough and as 
ruthless in our determination to break all spiritual chains, and cast off the 
domination of alien compulsions, to find our true selves, to discover and 
develop our inalienable spiritual liberty and use it to build, on earth, the 
Kingdom of God.  This is not the place in which to speculate what our 
great and mysterious vocation might be.  That is still unknown.  Let it suf-
fice for me to say that we need to learn from these men [and women] of 
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the fourth century how to ignore prejudice, defy compulsion and strike 
out fearlessly into the unknown.13

From the moment I stepped through the narrow gate and onto the bustling Ox-
ford street, turning myself toward home, I’ve struggled to live out the “great mysterious 
vocation” that’s been given to me—to live a life of prayer in the midst of situations, de-
mands, responsibilities, needs and wants and interests that work against a prayerful at-
tentiveness to God present everywhere.  I’m still powerfully attached not just to crude 
and ugly things, but also to the gifts of God’s grace, to beauty, wonder, pleasure.  Even 
good things are hefty competition for my heart’s adoration of God.  But my yearning for 
God outweighs them all.  And the balance is slowly shifting in favor of a life of prayer, 
largely because I’m not in this alone.  It’s clear, as Merton prophesies, that what we shall 
be “is still unknown,” but I find myself increasingly surrounded by people who, like the 
ancients long before us, know how desperate these times are.  We’re turning, not to poli-
ticians or scientists, corporate top-guns, technological geniuses, therapists, or motiva-
tional moguls.  Rather we’re seeking God through prayer, determined as Merton says, 
“to break all spiritual chains, and cast off the domination of alien compulsions, to find 
our true selves, to discover and develop our inalienable spiritual liberty and use it to 
build, on earth, the Kingdom of God.”  This desperation is a mighty force; it pulls our 
often-recalcitrant souls along the path toward God like a bloodhound pulling its master 
toward the reward.  
! We’re learning that there is no perfect life of prayer.  We stumble.  We fall.  We 
take two steps backwards, then lurch forward again.  What matters is not the stumbling, 
the falling down, but rather getting back up again.  What matters is not the lure of dis-
tractions that chatter and screech at us like crows in a tree whenever we grow still and 
seek God and feel ourselves powerless against the rabble.  What matters is our re-
sponse, the choice we make with each distraction.

We’re learning that each and every distraction, and every failure to resist them, 
afford us an opportunity to return again to the center, to our hearts and to Christ who 
awaits us there.  Always.  Our failures, embraced, attract the mercy of God, and by 
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some inscrutable logic of grace they not only help us redeem our egos (that part of us 
that still wants to prove its worth, its competence, its self-sufficiency), but they also 
arouse in us a fresh desire for prayer.

The more the distractions of life seem to inhibit our union with God in prayer, 
the more we desire such a union.  The more wretched we find ourselves, the more love 
burns within our hearts.  The more drawn we are outside our hearts by hurry and 
worry and ambition, the greater the pull from within to gather our minds into our 
hearts.  And so we return, over and over again.  We seek to live in prayer, but find, by 
grace, that prayer is living in us.  “Prayer is,” as Theophan the Recluse says, “the driv-
ing force of everything; prayer is also the director of everything.  If prayer is right, eve-
rything is right.”14  For prayer joins us inextricably to God who permits us to be always 
merely on-the-way, every day making a new beginning. 

It’s 7:08 in the morning and I’ve just hollered upstairs at one teenage son 
who’s asleep in the shower; the other’s still asleep in bed.  I’ve got an egg on 
the stove, toast in the oven, and I’m eating my own breakfast—stand-

ing—while I’m juggling my cereal bowl, the blender (into which I’ve just dumped a cup 
of frozen berries, protein powder, and soy milk).  Two sandwiches are half-made on the 
cutting board.  You’re wondering why the teenagers are still sleeping while I’m juggling 
their breakfasts and lunches.  I wonder that too, but right or wrong, it’s the only way I 
can get a few calories in them before they’re off to school.  So, I realize I pander to them 
and juggle too many things in the morning as I too try to get out the door and off to 
work.  

I used to curse my way through these mornings, growling like a bear who can’t 
find food.  But these days the growling’s gone.  Cursing’s not out of the question, but 
it’s rarer than it once was, and so is self-recrimination—that anger directed at myself for 
letting all this stuff rock and tilt off me center and for my inability or unwillingness to 
do much about it.  
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Half an hour ago—before my own shower, shave, and dressing—I at my morn-
ing prayers . . . lost for a few glad moments in the Psalms and Sermon on the Mount 
and in the sayings of the Desert Fathers.  I’d had less than fifteen minutes for this time 
of prayer because my cell phone, which serves as my alarm, still confuses me every 
morning when I try to figure out which button to push for “snooze.”  You’d think I have 
opted for a more reliable alarm.  But I haven’t. 
! I used to think there’s not much here that’s conducive to prayer.  It’s the hectic, 
scattered, distracted way of life that’s routine for millions of people across the planet.  
But today, even while juggling such ordinary, routine, and perhaps unnecessary tasks 
that I can’t yet figure out how to let go of, I’m breathing.  Inhaling, I feel the breath fill 
my being and, exhaling, I feel my breath leave.  In—“Jesus.”  Out—“Mercy.”  In.  Out.  
The two words whisper in my heart.  Over and over again, even in the rush of this 
cramped and hurried morning routine, the Jesus Prayer rises and falls within me—the 
invocation of the Name centering me in the Holy even while living in the midst of what 
was once terribly fragmenting, frustrating, even infuriating.  
! In this moment, I return to the center, to a heart that is no longer a cramped, frag-
ile, beleaguered organ within me, its life overwhelmed by the conflicting claims on me, 
the relentless calls for my involvement, the dysfunction and fragmentation and ragged-
ness of the distracted world around me.  Rather, living prayer in the ordinariness of this 
urban life, my heart becomes a radiant center where Christ dwells in all His fullness.  
Attached to Him at the center of my being, I am miraculously able to live with lessening 
attachment to all but God and, in moments like these, become aware again of the exqui-
site happiness that nothing can steal.  

In the midst of this morning chaos, somewhere between putting my son’s egg on 
his bagel and finishing up a pair of sandwiches, I realize that I am no longer wistfully 
longing for prayer, no longer jealous for something I’ve read about, something reserved 
for monks and saints and those other spiritual athletes that don’t live the turbulent ur-
ban life that is mine.  I myself am living prayer just like them, but in the midst of a dis-
tracting world, in the middle of the urban jungle, among a ragged, fragmented people 
who have great difficulty seeing past all that’s cheap and tawdry and into the beauty 
and goodness of God who is all around them.  My heart has become my monastery, an 
inner sanctuary, a glorious landscape I can enter whenever I may wish and wherever I 
may be.  I no longer need to feel inferior or incapable of the fullness of a life of prayer 
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and the happiness and virtue that flow from it.  “For it is not distant from us nor is it 
external to us,” taught St. Anthony nearly sixteen hundred years ago—

Its realization lies within us and the work is easy if only we want it.  The 
Greeks leave home and cross the seas in order to gain an education, but there 
is no need for us to go away on account of the Kingdom of God nor need we 
cross the sea in search of virtue.  For the Lord has told us, ‘The kingdom of 
God is within you.’  All that is needed for goodness is that which is within the 
human heart.15

!
! Prayer is no longer a “should” or an “ought.”  It’s not an add-on to an already 
hectic life.  Prayer is life itself.  It is a return to God, to the One no one needs to leave 
home to find.  For God is as near as the beating of our hearts, and prayer, as natural as 
breathing.

R e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  C e n t e r  •   C h r i s  N e u f e l d  E r d m a n

39

15 Ward, The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers, p. 10.


