HST 460 Christian Mystics. Desert Spirituality
3 credit hours
January 5-16, 2009, Monday 1:00-4:00 PM and
Tuesday through Friday 8:00 AM-12:00 noon
Sr. Nonna Harrison
Contact information: office K307, phone 245-484 fat. 147,
e-mail: SrNonna@spst.edu

This class will study the emergence and developroentonastic practice and spirituality
in the early church. Rejecting aspects of andiediterranean social structures they
found unjust, oppressive and incompatible with &tfan values and worship, many men
and women experimented with a variety of altermatifestyles. They lived alone, in
small groups or in larger more structured commesiéind devoted themselves to prayer,
work, transformation through divine grace, and gerto others. The pioneers passed on
the fruits of their life experience and the wisdthy had gained through their struggles
to their younger brothers and sisters in the fof®ayings, stories, sermons and essays.

These writings have been treasured resources ieceria the Eastern and Western
churches and can be invaluable aids to prayeeateédh and practical Christian living.
John Wesley was greatly influenced by them andmeecended them to the early
Methodists.

Early monasticism is best known as it developeEggpt but actually emerged
simultaneously in other cultures around the Medategan world. Recent scholarship has
uncovered evidence of rich diversity and regioralations in the theory and practice of
desert spirituality that had been hidden in rar@usaripts and archeological remains for
centuries. We will examine the classic story ofjitswth in Egypt and trace continuities
and differences in Palestine, Syria and the LatestV

Required Readings

Roberta BondiTo Love as God Loves. Conversations with the Early Church. Fortress
Press, 1987. A brief, refreshing and illuminatingoeduction to desert spirituality and its
relevance to contemporary issues and pastoralgabl

William HarmlessDesert Christians. An Introduction to the Literature of Early
Monasticism. Oxford University Press, 2004. Written by a mastacher, this
contemporary textbook outlines the history of e&lyistian monasticism and introduces
the major figures and texts to students todayomtains useful time lines and tables and
short well-chosen excerpts from ancient writings.

Benedicta WardThe Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks. Penguin
Books, 2003. A new translation of the ancient Labilection of Egyptian desert sayings
and stories. Includes sayings by mothers, too.



John CassiarConferences. Paulist Press, 1985. Cassian lived as a monkyptHor

many years in the circle surrounding the monakeolbgian and spiritual guide Evagrius
Ponticus. Then he moved to France and became ddooh\Western community
monasticism. His writings transmitted and adapbedinsights and stories he learned in
Egypt to the West and remained enormously inflaétiroughout the Middle Ages
because St. Benedict put them on a short listafmenended readings.

Dorotheos of Gazd)iscourses and Sayings. Cistercian Publications, 1977. A Palestinian
abbot shares wisdom about living together relet@iall kinds of communities.
Recommended reading for beginners in Eastern @ristonastic life throughout the
centuries. Read at least half of Dorotheos’s diss®si

Pseudo-Macariughe Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter. Paulist Press, 1992.
Although they were traditionally ascribed to Maoarthe Great, a famous Egyptian
desert father, the author of these writings wasadigt an anonymous Syrian spiritual
writer. They abound in vivid Biblical imagery analctis on a life of sanctification
through fervent prayer and the grace of the HolyitSpVhen John Wesley published a
library of Christian classics for his followers, tieose thé-ifty Spiritual Homilies as the
first volume in the series. Read the Preface byistat Ware and at least 100 pages of
the Fifty Homilies. Maloney’s introduction contains useful historiggbrmation but is
outdated and unreliable in places.

These 6 bookswill be available in the bookstore.

The primary sources — writings of the desert fatlzgrd mothers, John Cassian,
Dorotheos of Gaza and Macarius -- are meant t@&e slowly a little bit at a time in the
context of prayer and quiet reflection. Althougkytabound in theological insights, they
focus on the practice of Christian life rather tla@ademic theology. Their style often
echoes the wisdom sayings and parables of the GoJpe words are intended to be
savored over and over so that they sink in torthest core of your being. They were
traditionally learned by heart, so that one coejoeat them in one’s mind during daily
work, reflect on them and internalize them. If yopito read them all at once in a hurry
you will risk missing their real meaning and impact

It is strongly recommended that you begin these readings as early in theséailester as
possible. Read a few pages of the primary soucces/en a paragraph or two, every day,
in the context of your daily prayers. And, if at@bssible, read Bondi first to give you
some orientation. Her book is short and very adbless

It is also essential to bear in mind the diversityhese sayings. They contain the echoes
of a multitude of voices. They preserve wisdom prattical advice from a wide variety
of authors and perspectives and come from culteasBy different from ours. Pay
attention to how they offer different advice tofelient people. So while some things you
read may speak immediately to today’s personabstgral crisis, some may be
completely inapplicable today because of differsnoeculture, vocation, personality
type or lifestyle.



If you are looking for guidance in your own lifepit feel obligated to take all their
advice literally! These texts often make importaoints indirectly. Remember
moderation and common sense. Find the sayingspleatk to you. You can learn other
things from the ones that do not address yourtgitu@ersonally.

Written Assignments
The following assignments are due at the beginaifrtge first class on January 3, 2005.

1. A 3 page meditation or sermon based on one or pfdie ancient stories told in
the assigned readings. Find something that hagcafiphs to faith communities
today. Be prepared to offer a presentation to xesdoased on this paper. (10%
of grade)

2. A5 page essay analyzing one of Ehety Homilies of Pseudo-Macarius. Analyze
how the author uses Scripture, vivid metaphorigaglage and examples from
daily life to teach about at least three of théofwing: what it is to be human, the
process of sanctification, the grace of the Holyri§phe believer’s relationship
with God, and the glorious life to come. (20% thadg)

3. A5to 7 page essay on one of the following topat®n from chapter titles ifhe
Desert Fathers: self control, fortitude, possessing nothing, maghdone for show,
non-judgment, discretion, sober living, hospitalitymility, patience and charity.
These represent some of the key virtues the diedbers and mothers considered
essential in the process of sanctification. Ansthierfollowing questions. What
do the desert Christians understand this virtugeDo different ones have
different views of how to learn and practice thidue, and what are the
differences? Are some of their insights applicdbleur lives today, are some
inapplicable, and why? You will find material in #ie assigned books that will
help you in this paper. Draw on as many of themaascan. (25% of grade)

On January 16 a take home exam will be handedtowil] contain essay questions
about the historical topics covered in the assigeadings and classroom work. You will
have some choice in which questions to answerilllbevdue in my mailbox by noon on
January 28 (45% of grade).



