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You may have heard of the desert fathers, men who fled to the desert in Egypt 

around the beginning of the third century. They lived simple lives as hermits, often 

attracting followers who lived around them and were taught by them. The desert 

fathers are renowned for their wisdom and their pithy sayings about life with God. 

It is less well known that women were also attracted to this life following a similar 

path. They lived austere, holy lives, and some of their sayings were written down 

and passed on to later generations. 

 

Perhaps the best known is Syncletica whom the early church held in high regard.  

She was born in Alexandria in Egypt and died about 350 AD. Her family was wealthy 

and she was well educated, with a reputation for beauty. Her parents died while 

she was young. She sold all the family possessions, gave the money to the poor and 

moved with her blind younger sister to the family tomb just outside Alexandria. She 

lived a life of simplicity and prayer, practising the disciplines of the desert such as 

long periods of prayer, fasting and bodily penances. 

Syncletica  attracted a following of women, asking to be trained in the disciplines of 

the spiritual life. She reluctantly agreed to mentor them. Her sayings to them were 

remembered and recorded. She is renowned for her wisdom sayings. 

We need to be cautious when pondering the sayings of the desert fathers and 

mothers because this tradition comes from a different world. They had fled to the 

Righteous Syncletica of Alexandria from the Menologion of Basil II c.1000 
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desert to escape the pressures of the world and to devote their whole lives to God. 

Some of their attitudes and beliefs we would not share today. Despite the 

differences of the centuries, they have something to say about our search for God. 

Syncletica encourages us to grow in self-awareness, to understand our passions and 

desires, to purify these passions and desires, and to seek God above all things. We 

will look at three of her sayings.  

1. On kindling the divine fire: 

 

In the beginning there are a 

great many battles and a 

good deal of suffering for 

those who are advancing 

towards God and 

afterwards, ineffable joy. It 

is like those who wish to 

light a fire; at first they are 

choked by the smoke and 

cry, and by this means 

obtain what they seek (as it 

is said: Our God is a 

consuming fire [Hebrews 

12.24]: so we also must 

kindle the divine fire in ourselves through tears and hard work. 

 

Change is often painful and disturbing. We may not know what the future holds, we 

may not be sure where we are going, we can feel quite threatened by it. At other 

times change can offer joy and the hope of a new beginning. Couples about to be 

married are excited about the future. 

Whether you fear change or welcome it, change does need to be part of our lives if 

we are to kindle the divine fire within us. To start a campfire, we need to provide 

fuel, oxygen and a flame. We arrange the light wood, the kindling, and possibly 

newspaper or fire starters. We set it alight, and as the fire grows stronger, we add 

heavier bits of wood to sustain the fire. Eventually we reach the point where we 

have glowing coals to cook with. 

In the spiritual life, we can start with a bright and eager flame, but unless we  tend 

that flame by taking on suitable spiritual practices, the flame will die down and 

have nothing left to feed on. It’s essential that we have those glowing coals of 

established practices to sustain our spiritual lives. This takes hard work. 

‘Fire’ from pxhere.com 
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 Some Christians can give the impression that once we are converted, or saved,  all 

we need to do is live a good life. The Christian life should be one of continual 

growth, where our conversion is ongoing. We should expect to be challenged by 

coming to a deeper knowledge of ourselves, our frailties and strengths, our 

passions and desires, our besetting sins and weaknesses, where we are inclined to 

shut God out. This is hard and painful work and it takes courage to keep going. 

We may find it alienates others, particularly within our families, for as we seek to 

mirror Christ in our lives, family dynamics can often change. Taking our faith 

seriously can also cause lifestyle changes as we seek to live simply and to act with 

integrity. Sometimes deep suffering can result from this. We can find change 

difficult to handle. Syncletica urges us to remain faithful and to persist. 

She also encourages us not to give up hope if we run into difficulties. The spiritual 

life is not all mountain top experiences. Prayer can seem barren and dry. It may 

appear that God has deserted us, as if we are at the bottom of the pit and all is in 

darkness. All our old spiritual practices seem to lead nowhere. Do not despair. 

Kindle the divine fire within and remember that God is holding you, holding you in 

the palm of God’s hand, even though you cannot sense it. God may be leading you 

into a time of change, a time of growth. On the other side , there is light. 

 

2. On inner emptiness 

Those who have endured the labours and dangers of the sea and then amass 

material riches, even when they have gained much, desire to gain yet more and 

they consider what they have at present as nothing and reach out for what they 

Emptiness by Feliciano Guimarães 
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have not got. We, who have nothing of that which we desire, wish to acquire 

everything through the fear of God. 

Here Syncletica is urging her followers not to accept easily gained substitutes for 

authentic union with God. 

We all experience times of great inner emptiness. We may think that it’s our 

patriotic duty to spend money to keep businesses going and people in work, so 

strengthening the economy. Enticing ads encourage us to have the latest and 

greatest stuff, but our requirements can be met without spending much money. 

Even if we satiate ourselves with material goods, or pleasure, we can still feel 

unsatisfied. 

Often the yearning for meaning hits us at a time of crisis, such as when the kids 

leave home or when we enter another stage of life. It can hit us when a major 

personal disruption occurs. Or we can face a growing sense of disenchantment with 

what life has to offer. 

Sometimes these thoughts can be symptoms of depression, which needs to be 

treated by medical means. Yet there is such a thing as spiritual desolation, which 

can often be helped by talking things through with a spiritual director, a person 

trained to listen and to guide another in their search for God. 

The early church father St Augustine said, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, 

and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.” We have a God-shaped 

space within us that nothing else will fill. Prayerful reflection on our experiences 

moves us deeper within, to spiritual growth, nurturing our relationship with God. 

One traditional method of addressing this hunger for God is to adopt a Rule of Life; 

a personal set of guidelines that shape your spiritual life (and your wider life, if you 

desire). It addresses our relationship with God, with others and with ourselves. 

There is an excellent series online, developed by the brothers of SSJE, an Anglican 

religious community. See https://www.ssje.org/growrule 

 

3. On Stability 

If you find yourself in a monastery do not go to another place, for that will harm you 

a great deal. Just as the bird who abandons the eggs she was sitting on prevents 

them from hatching, so the monk or nun grows cold and his or her faith dies, when 

he or she goes from one place to another.  

Weight Watchers use the term ‘the geographical cure’. It goes like this: ‘If only I 

could move away from my current circumstances then things would be better’. If I 

lived in a warmer climate it would be easier to lose weight. If I went to a more lively 
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parish my faith would be stronger. If I had a more co-operative husband, I would 

have more time for God. If I didn’t have this, that, or the other problem, who knows 

what I could do! 

Syncletica is urging us to stay put. Moving away is usually not the solution. Indeed, 

it may cause further problems, as she suggests with her analogy of the bird on the 

nest. Our spiritual journey is about going deeper, to use the old measurements, it is 

one inch wide and many miles deep. It is not about getting any wider! 

Stability, staying put, staying in the one place, is critical for spiritual growth. Our 

spiritual growth requires perseverance, steadfastness, remaining with 

commitments, and working through difficulties. Moving on can seem easier than 

remaining to work through misunderstandings in a relationship. It is easier than 

untangling our over-commitments. Staying put is an invitation to work with 

dysfunction with the grace of God. It is an invitation to deepen valued relationships 

and to examine our commitments and retain only what is valuable. 

We need to be fully present to whatever is happening to us, to stay with our 

experience and to reflect on what is taking place. Even though we may remain in 

the one place geographically, we need to be aware of our tendency to drift off in 

our minds. We can be physically present, but off somewhere else. Have you noticed 

the traveller who is intent on taking photos of everything around, but never just 

A mother bluebird sitting on her nest by Reba Mize 
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stands still and takes in what is in front of them. They miss the experience of the 

present moment. 

A lot of this is about avoidance. It is only when we commit to the inner wrestling 

needed for growth in the spiritual life that we will begin to deepen our interior life. 

We all have a shadow side, all those inner thoughts and feelings and desires that 

sometimes shock us when they surface. It is hard work, allowing God in to 

transform the deep inner spaces of our being, but it is necessary work if we are to 

grow, to encounter our real selves. If we open ourselves to God’s healing power 

and love, who knows what will happen! 

 

REFLECTION 

I suggest you take a saying that resonates with you and sit with it in silence. Listen 

for what God might be saying to you in it. Write down anything you need to 

remember. Ask God to show you what your next step is. That is all we ever need to 

see at a time, the next step. 
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The content of this booklet is from the Revd. Jill Renison, based on her work for 

the Prayer Day of  September 2018, which references the work of Laura Swan: The 

Forgotten Desert Mothers. It is part of a series of ‘Aids to Prayer and Reflection’ 

which  have been developed from our monthly Prayer Days, for your personal use. 

You may pick up other Aids from the Spirituality Centre or simply download copies 

from our website. We hope our readers find them helpful in their prayer lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

You are welcome to join us for Days of Prayer and Reflection, which are held at the 

Spirituality Centre, on the first Thursday of the month, from  March till November, 

10am until 3pm.  

The Eucharist is celebrated at midday and there are opportunities to sit quietly, 

use our library and wander in the gardens. BYO lunch; tea and coffee are provided. 

There is no charge but a donation is appreciated.  
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