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DESERT
The contributions in this issue have as a theme desert experiences. Such 
have traditionally been part of the monastic calling but are found 
in the lives of many Christians who take seriously the life of prayer. 
The various articles may shed light on this aspect of pilgrimage and 
may provide encouragement to all.

At the time of Life Profession each brother of the 
Order of the Holy Cross receives a cross 

that is worn as a recollection of 
the dedication of his life to God’s service.

From the Superior:

This issue of Holy Cross News focuses on 
the very rich image of the desert or the 
wilderness. It is a theme of central importance 

in Sacred Scripture as well as in monastic history 
and spirituality. The desert continues to be an image 
of purification and transformation, of fascination 
and of danger.

 It is also an image easy to romanticize. I have 
heard people speak of profound solitude or of “desert 
experiences” or even of the “dark night of the soul” 
as if these were things lightly to be desired, situations 
generally pleasant rather than deeply disorienting, 
indeed terrifying.

 Rowan Williams, the 104th Archbishop of 
Canterbury, speaking at the ancient Benedictine 
foundation at Monte Cassino in Italy, addressed this 
saying: “...in solitude, we are led to recognize the 
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strength and resilience of our selfishness, and the need to let God dissolve the fantasies with which 
we protect ourselves. In the desert there is no one to impress or persuade; there it is necessary to 
confront our own emptiness or be consumed by it.” He went on to remind us that such solitude is 
safely experienced and is fruitful only if it is framed by a common or shared life, one in which we 
learn and practice “...the basic habits of selflessness through mutual service.” The stripping away 
by the desert is never for its own sake; it is always for the sake of a more radical service in and at 
the heart of God’s body, God’s world.

 The Old Testament Book of Numbers—known in Hebrew from its opening words as “In 
the Wilderness”—chronicles the forty years God’s chosen people spent wandering in the desert. 
And it is marked throughout by a veritable litany of complaints against God from the very people 
whom Moses is leading out of bondage into freedom.

 We find in St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries repeated warnings against this kind of 
complaining, which seems to be the besetting sin of monks. Murmuratio, a kind of low level 
constant grumbling, is treated with great severity by St. Benedict in a rule otherwise known for 
its moderation. Benedict understands how murmuring undermines a community and harms it at 
every level, not least by harming those who become habituated to the practice. And it’s a problem 
not limited to monasteries. One has only to be in certain parishes or workplaces or families to see 
and feel its effects.

 My question: how do we pass through the desert places, the wilderness patches of our lives 
without falling into murmuring and constant complaint?

 Alas, I have no easy answer, except to remember God’s promise: “When you pass through 
the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you 
walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.” (Is. 43:2) We 
must fully expect, nevertheless, to get pretty wet or smokey, as the case may be.

 May these reflections assist us in this deeply human, deeply Christian journey. 

         Yours, 

       

        Br. Robert Sevensky OHC
        Superior
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Pilgrimage to Where?

Br. Timothy Jolley
For me no trip to the high desert of Santa Fe, New 
Mexico would be complete without two events.  I must 
hike as far in the mountains as I am able, and I have 
to make a pilgrimage to a small shrine nestled next to 
a near dry river in the desert. My pilgrimage always 
takes the same route.  I drive up the freeway through 
the Pueblo of Pojoaque, the Pueblo of Nambe and into 
the desert.  About midway on a little rise there is a 
tall iron cross which has been there since I first made 
the trip in 1992. It stands alone, its base covered with 
offerings and mementos left as thanksgiving. (This year 
there was a baseball glove in the collection!) I park my 
vehicle on the road and begin to climb. By the time I 
reach the cross, the view is virtually unencumbered. The 
road below; mountains in the far distance, and endless 
stretches of sand and low growing desert vegetation. I 
am alone. But not really.....  There is always a breeze 
inviting me.  

 Here I stand for as long as it takes, and I listen.  
There is so much to hear in a desert, and there is even 
more to learn. The breeze speaks. Over head a raven 
passes, the sound of its wings like some kind of areal 
oar. Its call which under other circumstances might 
sound grating is reassuring. There are smells from 
the sage and blue in the open sky. In the distance the 
mountains embrace and define the rest of the scene. 
Insects in the sand are noiseless until I put my ear 
down close to them.  At that range, the larger ones can 
sound like a pick up truck on gravel.  In this solitude 
there is so much life and color.  In the desert one is 
compelled to listen.  There is really nothing to say. This 
for me is the place to listen intently to God.  It is where 
the distractions and glitter of “normal” life are gone. 
There is only the abundance of the quiet, still voices.
Holding onto the great iron cross, I feel the emptiness 
of Jesus’ pain, abandonment by humanity and my own 
questioning of my place in all this wonder. What is 
next for me?  I don’t know. But, holding onto that cross 
and listening, I know at a very deep place that I am not 
alone, no more than this desert that has taken me in, no 
more than the life I feel around me. The breeze speaks. 
It is time to go on..

 I drive a few miles north through the hills until the 
road drops to the valley and the dry river. The shrine is 
called Chimayo, and it has been a place of healing since 
before the Spanish arrived. It is a typical pilgrimage 
site with ex votos lining the walls; hundreds of candles 
burning and brilliant examples of Spanish colonial art 
adorning the walls. The sacristy floor has a hole in it 

where the faithful, myself included, may collect holy 
earth which in olden times was miraculously refilled 
by the angels. Today there is a large pile of sand behind 
the church that suits the same purpose. We line up and 
either anoint ourselves with the holy dirt, or collect it 
in zip lock bags for future use. Despite the crowds, the 
busses and the trinkets that typify such pilgrimage sites, 
Chimayo is a place of prayer for me, I think primarily 
because it is surrounded by the desert. 

 I think of Incarnation, the bustling of the market 
place, the preaching of redemption. This is not 
necessarily a place to listen. The crowds are speaking.  
They are talking to each other; to the guides, to the local 
priest and to God. They are here to beg for healing, for 
loved ones who are sick or in distress. They shop for 
religious articles, candles and food at Leone’s, the best 
burritos in New Mexico, I think. Here there is prayer, 
but it is different. I go to pray for my concerns, to ask 
God to bless my community, to comfort a friend’s father 
who is dying, and to join in the decades of people who 
have made this journey. I don’t feel the same call to 
wait for the voice. And, like all the others, I continue to 
come here to receive and be among them as a member 
of this throng.  

 There is a commonality between the vacant iron 
cross in the desert and the Shrine of Chimayo. The 
desert is the setting that gives the shrine a place to be.  
Remove the shrine, the village and the people, and 
the desert would once again assert its primacy in that 
place beside the dry river. It would reclaim its own. The 
stillness would return.

 These two places, the lone cross and the shrine 
are very much a metaphor for prayer. If I allow myself 
to return frequently to the desert, to the still “emptiness” 
that resides deep within, I will know. The desert makes 
no demands.  It takes me as I am. It does not judge or ask 
my intentions. The desert doesn’t care what I believe 
or how I am dressed. I once again hear the voices that 
were so long ago silenced by institutions, expectations, 
and insecurity.  My fear will tell me to pack up and run.  
I must abandon the desert lest I hear words that will 
impel me to become new, to live differently, to question. 
The desert is the still, small voice that beckoned Elijah 
to the mouth of the cave to meet God. The blowing 
sands and insects held Jesus for forty days to enable 
him to sort it out with the devil. The desert clears the 
conscience.

 But, neither Elijah nor Jesus stayed in the desert.  
They returned often to be renewed, to listen for the 
sound of angels. They remained with their fears, and 
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when it was time, they went back into the city. They ate, 
drank and mingled. Yes, they carried the desert with 
them. They healed, preached, pushed along with the 
throngs trying to get favors in the temple. I am there as 
if waiting for them like Bartimeus, blind and hopeful, 
desperate for new life. I call out. They turn and look 
at me as if to say, “Well, why are you waiting? Come 
along.  It’s time.  Love makes demands.” And, as I move 
to pick up the pace, I feel the sand around my feet. I 
hear the call of the raven which now echoes the cry 
of the child in need of a cup of cold water. As I reach 
for the cup, the Teachers smile. For they know, they 
know that without attention to the shrine of humanity, 
all that would be left would be the sand......... and the 
quiet breeze.

		gfffff
desert?

Br. Thomas Schultz
Now as to the desert. What can I say? I have no 
experience in “deserting” and so all is either ideal or 
romantic to the nth degree.  

 The desert is where all my demons come out to 
play, and I don’t want to have to deal with them either 
one by one or as a committee! At the same time the 
desert is beautiful beyond imagination and sings a siren 
song that is easy to be drawn into and have it take over 
your life.  

 My humble advice is to stay away from the 
desert, because there you will experience God’s love, 
forgiveness, and thanks for your gifts. Then what do 
you do? I have to go and sing Lauds. These are some of 
my thoughts.

       gfffff

desert experience

Bp. Ann Tottenham
Some years ago I spent five days with a small group 
in the wilderness of the Negev Desert. We travelled 
on camels, sought shade from the mid-day sun in the 
shadow of the rocks, and slept under the stars beside 
the camels. It was an amazing desert experience: the 
heat, the aridity, the endless sweep of empty landscape. 

It was a brief experience of the simplicity and rigours 
of living in the wilderness.

 My real desert experience happened not in Israel, 
but amid the comforts of my Toronto condo. Almost 
two years ago I suffered congestive heart failure. In that 
instant I changed from being an active, independent 
retiree to being a frail senior citizen who was weak, 
short of breath and dependent on family and friends 
for many of my daily needs. It was depressing to find 
myself suddenly in a wilderness experience that I had 
neither expected nor sought.

 Although the physical setting was familiar, other 
important aspects of my life had vanished. As in the 
actual desert, I found myself in an empty landscape with 
few distractions; the usual activities of my everyday life 
had disappeared. I was too weak to walk very far and 
was not allowed to drive so having lunch with friends or 
going to a show was impossible. Travel insurance was 
out of the question and that removed one of my chief 
pleasures. For the first time in my life escaping into a 
good book was not appealing.There was nothing on my 
schedule; my life had become a vast, barren emptiness 
– a desert.

 Of course, there were demons to grapple with.    
Anger, frustration, and mourning for what I had lost 
predominated at first but, gradually, in the emptiness 
and silence I was able to emerge from denial and to 
accept what was clearly going to be the “new normal”.  
As the demons began to depart I had time and space 
to listen to the still small voice of God and to come to 
terms with my own mortality. 

 Part of this wilderness process was learning to 
accept the fact of my dependence on other people. I 
had often preached about the Gospel teaching that none 
of us is truly independent and how countercultural this 
is in our time, but I have always had trouble actually 
believing this in my heart. Over the first few months 
of recovery and rehab it became clear to me that, 
appearances often to the contrary, God was always with 
me and that it was the help and support of so many 
people which enabled me to grow in strength of body 
and spirit.

 This desert experience is not something I would 
ever have chosen, but I can now thank God that it has 
given me the opportunity to progress and mature on my 
Christian journey.  

[Bp. Ann Tottenham is a                                                     
Companion of the Order of the Holy Cross]

  gfffff
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Br. john forbis

Like Rocks

A Desert Father said
that we should be like rocks

in the face of suffering.

I sit on ancient weather-beaten boulders
and hear the wind scraping their surface.

Some have deep crevasses, one a crater with a rippling pool.

My face fragments and distorts in its reflection.
Someone has placed small stones neatly around its perimeter –

a gesture of gratitude for an implicit understanding.

Baboons bark in the distance.
I look for them, but I do not see them.

No one ever does in this valley.

I lie back and soak my hand in the chilling water
while rubbing my other hand gently over 

the moss-stained roughness of these old silent proprietors.

This poem is reprinted from the collection

EXPOSURES

published by Aerial Publishing.

Copies are available through
Br. John Forbis OHC.

You can email him at

john@umaria.co.za

  gfffff
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temple without walls

Br. James Dowd
(This article has been excerpted and adapted from a retreat talk)

When I first read the phrase “temple without walls” 
in relationship to the desert, I found myself to be very 
intrigued. The “temple without walls” is a phrase taken 
from Eucherius of Lerin, also known as Eucherius of 
Lyon. Eucherius, writing in his Letter in Praise of the 
Desert wrote that “the desert deserves to be called a 
temple without walls. Since it is clear that God dwells 
in silence, we must believe that he loves the solitary 
expanses of the desert” (Kelly, Christopher. “The Myth 
of the Desert in Western Monasticism: Eucherius of 
Lyon’s In Praise of the Desert” CSQ 46.2 (2011), p. 
136).  Eucherius goes on to say that “although God is 
present everywhere, and regards the whole world as his 
domain, we may believe that his preferred place is the 
solitudes of heaven and of the desert” (Ibid. p. 136).

 In, and of itself, that is a fascinating set of 
statements from this rather mysterious figure. We 
do not know a great deal about this saint, but we do 
know that John Cassian, who wrote some of the most 
important books on monasticism in history, dedicates a 
part of his The Conferences to him. Eucherius, having 
either been widowed, or perhaps, having abandoned 
his wife and kids, entered the monastery at Lerin, an 
island off the coast of Gaul, probably about the year 
410 A.D. Eucherius was from a senatorial family and 
so certainly had means and would not have necessarily 
been predisposed to the ascetical life.

 But enter the monastery he did, and apparently 
with great fervor embraced the ascetical life that 
Cassian and others talked about from their time in 
the desert. One of the interesting things to me is that 
Eucherius never actually lived in the desert, never 
visited the desert, never seemed to leave Gaul. But he 
was fascinated by the desert, drawn to its mystery, its 
harshness, its beauty, its silence, its spirituality. And 
that’s what intrigues me. It is these very men, after all 
- Eucherius, Cassian, the Fathers - that Benedict, in his 
final chapter of the Rule, instructs us to read on a regular 
basis. So why is it that this particular environment was 
such a draw to the monks and nuns of the first several 
centuries of Christianity? Why is it that these men and 

women were so compelled to go to the most forbidding 
and dangerous part of the known world?

 In trying to answer some of these questions, it 
seems like a good idea to begin with Scripture. We 
know that the Scriptures come to us, mostly, from a 
people that live in or near the desert. Like any people, 
the imagery of the environment that surrounds them, 
influences both the prose and the poetry of that people. 
The Prophet Isaiah is one of the best examples of this. 
And the beginning of Chapter 40, I think, helps us to 
understand the mindset of these early monks and nuns 
who left civilization and headed to the desert:
 A voice cries out:
 “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,  
  make straight in the desert
 a highway for our God. “ (Isaiah 40:3. NRSV)

 Which, of course, would be echoed by John the 
Baptist of whom Luke says
 “ ...the word of God came to John son of  
Zechariah in the wilderness. He went into all the region 
around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance, 
forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the 
words of the Prophet Isaiah...”(Luke 3:2-4 NRSV)
 And Luke goes on to quote the passage above 
from Isaiah.

 But for God’s Chosen People, the idea of being 
called into the desert did not begin with Isaiah. In fact, 
it goes right back to the beginning of their relationship 
as a people to God. Here again is the Prophet Isaiah 
speaking of this:
 Look to Abraham your father
 and to Sarah who bore you;
 for he was but one when I called him,
 but I blessed him and made him many.
 For the Lord will comfort Zion;
 he will comfort all her waste places,
 and will make her wilderness like Eden,
 her desert like the garden of the Lord;
 joy and gladness will be found in her,
 thanksgiving and the voice of song.
  (Isaiah 51:2-3 NRSV)

 Abraham was given a land that was, after all, 
mostly desert. This was home. This was a gift from 
God. And, with faithful adherence to God’s love, this 
wilderness, this desert, would be made into a new 
Eden. Many centuries later, it was Moses who heard 

318_HC   6 2/25/13   3:55 PM



          Holy Cross News            7

God’s call to lead his people out of bondage into the 
wilderness, out of slavery into the desert. The Hebrew 
people had been living under very tough circumstances 
and had suffered greatly. But they had trusted in God 
over a very long period of time, and God had eventually 
delivered them from bondage in Egypt. As the Israelites 
wandered deep into the wilderness, having lost the 
Egyptians in the Red Sea, they could not find any water 
to drink and when they finally ended up at Marah, they 
found some water there, but could not drink because it 
was bitter.
  
 And the people complained against Moses saying, 
‘What shall we drink?’ He cried out to the Lord; and the 
Lord showed him a piece of wood; he threw it into the 
water, and the water became sweet. 
 There the Lord made for them a statute and an 
ordinance and there he put them to the test. He said: ‘If 
you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your 
God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed 
to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will 
not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought 
upon the Egyptians; for I am the Lord who heals you.’ 
(Exodus 15:24-26, NRSV)

 And right there, in the text of the Book of Exodus, 
is the guide for how we are to wend our way in the 
wilderness, how we are to arrive at the Promised Land. 
It is as simple, and as vastly difficult, as listening 
carefully to the voice of the Lord, doing what is right in
his sight, giving heed to God’s commandments, and 
keeping all God’s statutes. In fact, this is what all 
of those who go into – and come back out of – the 
desert proclaim. All the prophets, John the Baptist, 
the desert fathers, and monks throughout the ages, 
all calling people back to the basics. That call of the 
desert seems to be always calling us back home. Back 
home to the basics; back home to where Abraham and 
Sarah our father and mother in the faith, began their 
journey toward God; back home to where we were led 
to freedom; back home to where Jesus went to face the 
demons; back home to God.

 And I guess that’s why Eucherius liked to praise 
the desert so much. Home is where the heart is, and 
who doesn’t want to be in God’s heart?

gfffff

finding sacred space

suzette l. cayless
As we read the accounts of the ministry of Jesus in 
the Gospels we quite often come upon references to 
the fact that Jesus went off by himself to pray. In the 
first chapter of St. Mark, after the baptism of Jesus we 
read: “The Spirit immediately drove him out into the 
wilderness. And he was in the wilderness forty days, 
tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and 
the angels ministered to him” (Mark 1:12-13). From 
a spiritual high point, when Jesus heard a voice from 
heaven assuring him of God’s favor and knew that the 
Holy Spirit was with him, he went into the wilderness 
to wrestle with the implications of this experience and 
to determine a way forward in response to God’s call. 
He went to find “Sacred Space” where he could bare his 
soul to God and seek strength for his mission.

 Later in his first chapter (Mark1:35) Mark notes: 
“And in the morning, a great while before day, he rose 
and went out to a lonely place, and there he prayed.” 
It seems that on an ongoing basis, Jesus needed time 
alone. We can only imagine what Jesus prayed about 
but we can certainly assume that if it was important for 
him and his ministry that he spent time alone with God 
then it must be important for us his disciples to follow 
that example.

 Our own experiences are not usually dramatic, 
but nevertheless if we are to make sense of them and 
discern what God wants of us, there are times when we 
need to be away from the usual distractions of life. Jesus 
himself indicated this when, as recorded in Mark 6:31 
he said to his disciples: “ ‘Come away by yourselves to 
a lonely place, and rest awhile.’ For many were coming 
and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.” Many 
of us have times of being so busy that we grab a bite to 
eat on the way from one meeting to another and end up 
with indigestion and the inability to think straight. Such 
busyness seems to be part of human existence but it has 
to be countered with time deliberately spent apart with 
God if we are to be truly disciples of Christ. Following 
the ministrations of Jesus to his disciples, and the 
feeding of a huge crowd of people who had followed 
them, we read “And after he had taken leave of them, 
he went up on the mountain to pray” (Mark 6:46). Jesus 
took time out to be with God in order to renew his spirit 
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and gather his own thoughts before continuing with 
his work. There are countless other examples in all the 
Gospels culminating with Jesus praying in the Garden 
of Gethsemane and on the Cross.

 The disciples were used to seeing Jesus go off to 
pray and obviously reflected on this regular practice. St. 
Luke (11:1) reads: “He was praying in a certain place, 
and when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, 
‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.’” 
In response to the question comes what is known as The 
Lord’s Prayer, so familiar to all of us. In the passage 
in Matthew’s Gospel where the Lord’s Prayer is 
recorded St. Matthew has a particularly interesting note 
(Matthew 6:6): “But when you pray, go into your room 
and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in 
secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you.” Joachim Jeremias, in his book The Prayers of 
Jesus comments: “... Jesus’ disciples are to pray behind 
closed doors, even, if need be, in so worldly a place as 
the storeroom.” The phrase “your room” is translated 
from a Greek word meaning “storeroom.”

 Most of the houses that the disciples knew were 
small, some one-roomed structures. Others had several 
small rooms around an open courtyard used as the main 
living area. The roof was used to dry crops and might 
have space for the family to gather. People did not have 
their own rooms. One small room might have been used 
for storage; a place to put the pots holding grain, the 
large water jars, cooking utensils and cleaning tools. 
It would most likely have a door to keep the valuable 
items safe. There might well have been smiles when 
Jesus suggested going into the storeroom to pray. I 
think that Jesus was saying to those disciples: “Use 
your imagination and ingenuity. Find a place near at 
hand - somewhere to be your Sacred Space - where 
you can be alone with Abba, your Father on a regular 
basis.” The inward journey, daring to enter the hidden 
places and encounter our own demons in those internal 
desert areas, has to be a sustained enterprise, taking a 
lifetime of effort. So discerning Sacred Space is vital to 
the success of this journey.

 Jesus might say to us: “Use your imagination and 
ingenuity. Find a chair in a quiet corner of the dining 
room, or a stool in the kitchen after everyone has gone 
to bed. Stop treating God like a Facebook friend! Stop 
posting messages on his Wall and instead enter into a 

one-on- one relationship with Father God.” Whether 
or not we can enjoy extended retreats periodically to 
experience the serenity of time away from everyday 
work and living, we can find Sacred Space somewhere 
that can be used daily. Our life with God is not something 
to be enjoyed from time to time when we can fit it in. 
Rather the going apart to pray regularly, is the milieu 
for the real work of life; the place of transformation and 
renewal.

Sturges Allen OHC: 
Desert Father

When Holy Cross established its work in Liberia in the 
1920’s, one of the earliest members of the Order there 
was Fr. Sturges Allen, who overcame considerable 
opposition at the age of 71 to receive medical training, 
join the Liberian Mission and spend his last years there. 
The story of his death in Liberia has more than a little 
of the spirit of the desert fathers. The following excerpt 
from Holy Cross: A Century of Anglican Monasticism 
(p.150-151) reveals a determined, attractive and God-
intoxicated personality: 

 Fr. Allen became ill late in 1928 and was 
brought back to Bolahun. He spent several months 
growing weaker and weaker, but never losing his self-
deprecating humor and humility. Fr. Whittemore was 
present throughout:
 “He was a tough old boy and we had several false 
alarms before his death. One evening, as the doctor 
left the sick-bed, he told Father Gorham and me that 
it was unlikely that the Father would live through the 
night. But, lo and behold, the next morning he sat on 
the edge of his bed devouring an enormous helping of 
porridge. (He always had a very healthy appetite and 
was wise enough to deprecate excessive fasting for 
himself or others. When Father Gorham and I wanted to 
reduce our food to native standards, Father Allen finally 
convinced us that such a procedure would be reckless 
and wrong for Americans living in the tropics.) The 
afternoon before he died, I asked if he would like me 
to read aloud to him. ‘Yes,’ he said. I asked what book, 
expecting to be assigned Taylor’s Holy Dying or some 
such literature. Instead, he asked for Rip Van Winkle. 

gfffff

[Suzette Cayless is a                                                     
Companion of the Order of the Holy Cross]
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And how he chuckled whenever Rip got a lambasting 
from his wife! 
 In the early hours of March 26th, 1929, Father 
Allen died. He had said all along that he did not want us 
to use a coffin, but to bury him in a mat, native-fashion, 
so as (he himself said) ‘to help the daisies grow.’ We 
took him at his word and carried his little body to its 
grave beside the old St. Mary’s at Bolahun, where it lies 
among the bodies of his African friends.”
 Fr. Allen’s death received much publicity. 
Fr. Huntington was preaching at the Church of the 
Transfiguration, the Little Church Around the Corner, 
in New York City, when he was informed of Fr. Allen’s 
death. He announced the death dramatically from 
the pulpit, and a reporter who happened to be in the 
congregation wrote the story, which appeared on the 
front page of The New York Times. And in a long letter to 
the Kent School News, Fr. Whittemore told in enormous 
detail about Fr. Allen’s death. Fr. Allen was far more 
than a dear, devoted little old man. A man who could in 
humility direct the charismatic Fr. Huntington for years 
on end and retain his trust; a man who at 70 would take 
up Italian to read Dante in the original; a man who at 
the same time of his life would spend endless hours on 
his knees rubbing the floor bricks in the new chapel to 
give them the proper patina of age; a man who then 
would set out to penetrate Africa’s unmapped forests. 

Such a man could be a saint.
 There is a story of one of the early Egyptian Desert 
Fathers:Abba Joseph came to Abba Lot and said to him: 
“Father, according to my strength I keep a moderate 
rule of prayer and fasting, quiet and meditation, and as 
far as I can I control my imagination; what more must I 
do?” And the old man rose and held up his hands to the 
sky so that his fingers became like flames of fire and he 
said: “If you will, you shall become all flame.”[From 
Benedicta Ward, The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers, p. 
xii.]
 Fr. Allen was like Abba Lot. He was not 
communicative of his experiences, but he lived a deeply 
contemplative life, hidden in Christ. Fr. Whittemore 
was privileged to witness him in prayer, and his account 
confirms the holiness and ecstatic union of Fr. Allen’s 
saintly life: “It was on the occasion of a visit to Porruma 
that I opened the door of the little mission-house before 
the Father knew of my arrival. As I stepped into the 
main room, I saw Father Allen kneeling on the floor of 
his own little cell. He was perfectly motionless, with 
hands slightly raised before him and a few inches apart. 
His lips were parted and the head was tilted back as 
though he were gazing at some wonderful object above 
him; but whether his eyes were opened or closed I 
know not. I have never witnessed anything which gave 
so deep an impression of utter absorption in God.”

Fr. Sturges Allen OHC
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fr. huntington in the desert

Br. adam mccoy
I preached the sermon on Fr. Huntington’s feast day last November, and it evoked a very positive 
response. It tells the story of his journey into his own desert and his encounter with his own 
demons. What follows are a few reflections to place his struggles in the context of the desert 
tradition, and then an adaptation of the sermon itself.  Fr. Huntington was truly a modern day 
Desert Father. 

Desert Encounter and Individuation    
 The primary characteristic of the spiritual desert is separation. In the Christian and monastic tradition the 
desert has always been a place of physical separation, of leaving behind physical comfort and social proximity in 
order to be freer to encounter God. Monastic practices replicate this desert state for those of us who cannot live 
in an actual desert, through enclosure, ascetical practices and silence. The earliest Rule of the Order certainly 
strove to accomplish this, particularly with its over-strenuous timetable, which because of its severity could not 
be sustained on a permanent basis.      

 These separations, both of the desert monks and of the early Order, had as their goal to strip away everything 
non-essential in order to bring the self into closer contact with God, the Presence, the Word and the Spirit. There 
was inevitably an athletic aspect to the desert experience, which appealed to St. Paul’s use of the athlete as a 
Christian model (see especially 1 Cor. 9:24-27), and that sense of separation and striving after the goal was 
strong in the early days of Holy Cross. But if it was to be useful for the long term, that athletic striving had to be 
modulated and to some extent domesticated, and what Augustine, Basil and Benedict accomplished in their times, 
the creation of sustainable communities through written rules, Fr. Huntington did in his. 

 But there is another aspect of the ancient desert experience perhaps less visible to us. Not only did the monk 
seek space and simplicity.  The desert fathers and mothers also sought freedom. To an extent westerners can hardly 
imagine (though this is an active concern for those who come from more traditional cultures) ancient people were 
defined by their relationships. Who you were as a person was primarily a matter not of personal choice, effort and 
accomplishment, but was inherent in your family status. What you did, who you married, the functions you were 
obligated to carry out: it was pretty much decided for you. The desert (and by later extension, the monastery) was 
the one place you could discover your own self, encounter reality alone, find out what you were capable of on your 
own. The stress on leaving family behind in monastic rules is not about legislating loneliness but creating social 
and psychic space to grow as an individuated unique person in relation to God. This was not only about family, but 
also about who one thought one was: the radical freedom to strip away illusion, leaving behind previously useful 
images of self as well as images of God, to encounter a present reality rather than rest in the stasis of an earlier 
stage of understanding.      

 This reality forms the backdrop to the struggles of Fr. Huntington’s later life.  He was intensely involved in 
his family, indeed, could hardly conceive his life as separate from them. He suffered acutely as time deprived him 
of them, and as time went on he encountered as well the loss of what he thought was secure: his ideas, his sense 
of who he was.     

 A monk goes into the desert expecting crisis. If he or she goes there expecting calm or rest or an aesthetic 
experience, it may be found but a greater opportunity will be lost.  To leave human comfort and society and one’s 
secure sense of self in order to encounter God alone (monos) is to invite something else in. And that something 
else is never unmixed. Our demons, whether external or internal, are waiting. For us demons may not always 
be objective or even actively evil; they may also be non-optimal aspects of self we need to encounter, inner 
demons. The comfort and structure of “normal” life exist at least in part to keep them at bay, but they are lurking 
nonetheless. The monk invites them in, expects the combat, does not know which will prove the most powerful, 
knows that struggle will ensue, but also rests in the power of Christ as his or her help.  This is one purpose of the 
10    Holy Cross News
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monastic life, and one of its many blessings to the rest 
of the human community. The monk is like a soldier (to 
borrow a metaphor beloved of St. Benedict) who fights 
on the front lines on behalf of the rest of us, showing 
the way to God in ascetic starkness so that others may 
follow that new-cleared path through the wilderness.      

 Fr. Huntington was, perhaps without knowing it 
fully, engaged in this desert struggle. He encountered 
his own struggles, his inner demons as they presented 
themselves. He suffered in the process, but endured, 
and for that reason his victories are all the more dear to 
us.

Fr. Huntington’s 
Struggles

A sermon preached at Holy Cross Monastery 
November 27, 2012    

Today we are gathered in celebration of the man we 
count as our Founder, though he never considered 
himself so, James Otis Sargent Huntington. Many are 
the glories, many are the triumphs of his life: pioneer 
of the monastic life for men in our Church; tireless 
worker for the rights of laboring people and for social 
justice; founder and promoter of help for the poor 
and neglected; spiritual adviser to hundreds, perhaps 
thousands of people during his long ministry; a man 
of deep and transcendent prayer whose mere presence 
radiated goodness.      

 I would like to look not at the glories but at 
some of the struggles Fr. Huntington faced, to see 
if we might profit by his example in facing them, as 
we profit by imitating him in his bright and public 
successes. In this I am also thinking about that avatar 
of monastic life, Anthony of Egypt. There are plenty of 
mighty works recorded in St. Athanasius’ biography of 
St. Anthony, but what we remember best, I think, are 
his struggles. He and the whole desert tradition made 
it their primary business to discover, confront, name, 
struggle against, and in some measure, with God’s help, 
reach a point where the reappearance of their particular 
demons could be put in their proper perspective, and 
the life of the monk could be directed more and more 
powerfully to God. This was Anthony’s heroism, it was 
the heroism of the desert, and, I would suggest, it was 
Fr. Huntington’s, and perhaps ours, as well. I want to 
suggest five crises in his life which Fr. Huntington met 
and struggled with and turned to good.    

 Fr. Huntington did not “found” the Order of the 
Holy Cross. It arose from a conversation he had with Fr.

Robert Stockton Dod, whose excitement seems to have 
been the greater of the two. They were joined by Fr. 
James Cameron. When the three of them began the 
Order’s life in the autumn of 1881, it was Fr. Dod who 
led the way in the formation of community life. It was 
Dod who consulted the experts in England, who wrote 
the first Rule, and who led them in the early days. What 
must Fr. Huntington’s feelings have been when, just a 
year later,  Fr. Dod, at least in part worn out in part by 
the rigors of the Rule he had written, entered into a cycle 
of chronic illness that turned out to be emotional as well 
as physical. For the next year and a half, his illness was 
the constant backdrop to their community life, and Fr. 
Cameron left a year later, in October, 1883. By March, 
1884, Fr. Dod had left as well, leaving Fr. Huntington 
alone of the first three. Fr. Huntington was young - he 
was only 29 when Fr. Dod left - and he was strong, 
but what a blow. In his later life he was occasionally 
troubled by the small numbers of people coming forth 
to join the Order and persevering, but he never let that 
get in the way of new exploits.    

 In the summer of 1902 the Church of the 
Advent in Boston invited Fr. Huntington to become its 
Rector.  For a Boston-born-and-bred Anglo-Catholic 
like Fr. Huntington, could there be a more attractive 
prospect? It is instructive to understand the context 

James Otis Sargent Huntington
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of that offer. The Order had acquired the West Park 
property in the fall of 1899. The hard work of planning, 
fund raising and construction occupied almost three 
years, during which time the community prevailed on 
Fr. Huntington to write a new Rule. He was reluctant to 
do so, but did, and it was adopted in October, 1901. The 
cornerstone was laid in June, 1902. Bishop Potter of 
New York, who had warmly encouraged Fr. Huntington 
in the early stages of his vocation, refused an invitation 
to attend, writing in disgust, “Once you were the head 
of a Brotherhood engaged in the service of the poor.  
Now, I believe yours is a ‘contemplative’ brotherhood, 
and you a roaming preacher. I must own that neither 
your aims nor life interest us.” During all this time 
Fr. Huntington had been Superior, and had borne the 
brunt of these great activities. How interesting that the 
writing of the Rule, which Fr. Huntington was not at 
all eager to put down on paper, and the hard work of 
preparation for construction of the monastery came at 
the same time. And that Bishop Potter’s renunciation 
of Fr. Huntington was almost simultaneous with The 
Advent’s invitation to priestly glory. Fr. Huntington 
did not answer that call for at least two months. We 
can perhaps imagine the struggle in his soul, stinging 
from Bishop Potter’s utter disdain, uncertain of his 
worthiness to write a Rule, tired from the efforts to 
undertake construction. In the end, he decided to stay.    

 Fr. Huntington was devoted to his family. He was 
in constant contact by letter and visited them often. He 
was especially close to his father and mother. His father, 
Bishop Frederic Dan Huntington, was in many ways the 
inspiration for Fr. Huntington’s vocation as a monastic 
evangelist. Fr. Huntington cannot be understood either 
as a person or as a religious figure without reference 
to Bishop Huntington. His father died in July, 1904, 
followed soon after by the death of his brother, George 
Huntington. Fr. Huntington seems to have borne up 
for two years, but in September, 1906, tendered his 
resignation as Superior. The Chapter re-elected him 
nonetheless, and he consented, but soon afterward 
embarked on a long trip to Europe, which lasted into the 
summer of 1907.  When he returned, he again tendered 
his resignation, and this time the Chapter accepted 
it. His mother, Hannah Dane Sargent Huntington, 
died in 1910. Soon after that, Fr. Huntington spent a 
considerable time with his three sisters in Syracuse, who 
ministered to him. The next winter, that of 1911-12, he 
went to Florida with Fr. Lorey, who seems to have been 
similarly afflicted, to convalesce. These events were 
clearly something close to nervous breakdowns, and 
they coincided with the difficulties of Fr. Henry Rufus 
Sargent, the third member of the Order and a titanic 

personality. During exactly these same years Sargent 
underwent a long and fairly public crisis of conscience, 
which culminated in his conversion to the Roman 
church and subsequent expulsion from the Order, the 
month before Fr. Huntington’s mother’s death. Heavy 
times, but Fr. Huntington, wounded though he was, 
sought help and soldiered on.    

 Just before going with Fr. Lorey to Florida for 
convalescence, Fr. Huntington wrote and published 
a series of articles on the failure of the ideal of 
the religious life as he had understood it. They are 
depressing reading. The background to them is what 
was perceived by many Anglo-Catholics of the social 
justice persuasion as the failure of their movement, 
crystallized when in 1907 the General Convention 
passed a canonical change allowing preaching at 
Sunday services by clergy who were not ordained in the 
Episcopal Church. The Open Pulpit movement gnawed 
at Anglo-Catholics for years afterward, and was the 
straw that broke Fr. Sargent’s back. It obviously laid 
heavy upon Fr. Huntington as well.  He lays what he 
sees as the failure of missionary monasticism, which, 
building on his father’s teaching, was his own vision, 
to a lack of nerve in a church now driven by a kind of  
congregational life which looks to its own well-being 
and not to the conversion of the nation and the world. It 
seemed to him the death of an ideal, and one can wonder 
whether so much recent death in his own life was not 
the emotional background to his analysis. But he did 
not let the death of what he hoped for discourage him.      

 The fifth struggle of Fr. Huntington happened 
at the Chapter of 1930, when Fr. Hughson and the 
adherents of his more “advanced”, ritualist, historicist 
and conservative brand of Anglo-Catholicism carried 
the day. The Chapter elected Fr. Hughson Superior, and 
officially titled Fr. Huntington as “Father Founder”. It 
was a title Fr. Huntington never wanted, knowing it to 
be factually untrue. If anyone was the founder of the 
Order, it was Fr. Dod. Fr. Huntington felt elevated to 
irrelevance, put out to pasture, made redundant. But 
despite his protestations, even as the Chapter of the 
Order was sidelining him, the greater truth did not escape 
the community. Fr. Huntington had persevered. In face 
of so many struggles, Fr. Huntington had remained 
steadfast.  The demons of abandonment, of exhaustion, 
of grief, of the loss of his original vision, had been met 
and struggled with and recognized and named and had 
lost some of their power. He was, in the late autumn 
of his life, not unlike St. Anthony, who emerged from 
the fortress of his struggle an almost-new Adam: “The 
state of his soul was one of purity, for it was not one 
constricted by grief or relaxed by pleasure, nor affected 
by either laughter or dejection.” He had seemed to have 12     Holy Cross News
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lost in the struggle between his vision and Fr. Hughson’s, 
and so he turned that loss to good. His last five years 
are a marvel of public speaking, spiritual counsel and 
private encouragement to multitudes of individuals 
who sought him out. The fiftieth anniversary of his life 
profession in November of 1934 was greeted with a 
vast outpouring of love and praise from every part of 
the Church and beyond. After his funeral in 1935 the 
Presiding Bishop called him “the best loved priest in 
the Episcopal Church.”    

 So, what is struggle and what is glory? Is there 
something problematic about a person who has great 
times of struggle? Should we view such a person as a 
detriment to monastic life because he or she does not, 
at the moment, seem productive? Is monastic life to be 
measured by our successes according to the standards 
of our culture? Sometimes I wonder if the glory we gain 
in the ordinary understanding of glory – institutions 
founded, buildings built, people attracted to vocation 
and membership, financial and other kinds of stability 
– sometimes I wonder if all these are not like the simple 
service of a meal. The food must be cooked, the table 
must be set, the dishes must be served, the mess must be 
cleaned up. But more central than the cook, the servers, 
the cleaners are the food and the fellowship of the meal, 
what the food can build in the body and what the spirit 
can gain from friendship and conviviality. All of what 
the world sees as our great work is in service of the 
actual lives of the monks, messy and incomplete and 
fraught as they are. All in service of providing an arena 
for battles, small and great, a safe place to meet the 
demons, to engage the struggle. That is why we do all 
this.      

 Monks are always talking of being counter-
cultural. Perhaps Fr. Huntington’s life can point us the 
way. Which is greater – the founding, the preaching, 
the writing, the counseling, the great works, or the 
acceptance of the struggles that his life brought 
him, losing companions, facing exhaustion and the 
temptation to escape, owning up to his own weakness 
in the face of grief at the death of loved ones and the 
loss of friends, the realization that his ideal had not 
triumphed, the indignity of an honor which placed him 
on the shelf? I would suggest that his greatness has its 
roots in his struggles, that without encountering his 
demons his greatness would not have emerged, and that 
the greatest struggles were those he feared the most 
because they penetrated to the heart of his life.          

 The monastic life gives to monks the time and the 
space and the opportunity to encounter our demons and 
to engage in the struggles they bring. Fr. Huntington 

was not diminished by engaging his struggles but 
rather those struggles created in him capacities for 
growth and for a deepened character of sympathy with 
others. Could he have accomplished his great works if 
he had been spared his griefs? Perhaps some of them, 
but perhaps only in the vigor of his youth. Would he 
have been the man from whose life flowed such grace 
and goodness? I doubt it.       

 I think God loves us because of our struggles. What 
kind of life does not have its demons? Is a monastic life 
without struggle worth the effort? In the Kingdom of 
Heaven, who will be marked out as the greatest among 
us? Perhaps it will be those who do great things that the 
world can see and touch and measure and remark and 
praise. But I think, in fact, the greatest in the Kingdom 
of Heaven will be those who courageously face their 
demons and engage in the struggles their life brings 
them. And of those demons, those struggles, only God 
knows the true story. Perhaps the greatest in God’s eyes 
are not the strongest but the weakest among us, as the 
world would account them, who only with God’s help 
can meet and name their demons, and who even with 
God’s help win perhaps only small victories. Perhaps 
we should revise our estimates of each other and ask, 
Who among us faces their demons, who among us 
struggles perhaps without our even knowing? Perhaps 
the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven are quite 
unknown to us now, but greatly loved by God because 
he knows and sees them in their fullness.      

 Maybe being perfectly integrated, successful, is 
not the goal for monks. Maybe the monastic goal is to 
put our struggles into the heart of Christ.
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St. Michael’s Chapel in the Undercroft at 
Holy Cross Monastery, West Park is 

Fr. James Otis Sargent Huntington’s burial place.
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Solitude Beckoning. 
A secluded spot on a mountain 

where guests can find space 
to be with God. 

gfffff

The Chapel at St. Mary’s, 
Santa Barbara, CA, 

now the place of worship for 
OHC Brothers and Guests.

Br. Robert Sevensky 
OHC, Superior

After a wildfire destroyed the Order’s lovely Mount 
Calvary Retreat House and Monastery in Santa Barbara 
in November 2008, our community faced a serious 
challenge. Could we continue a Holy Cross presence 
and ministry in California, and if so, where and how? 
After more than 60 years of welcoming guests and 
providing preaching missions and spiritual counsel for 
many thousands, it seemed almost unimaginable that 
this should suddenly come to an end. But we were not 
left comfortless. The very night of the fire, the brothers 
were welcomed down the hill at St. Mary’s Retreat 
House by the Sisterhood of the Holy Nativity, who had 
been our colleagues in retreat ministry for more than 
fifty years. The brothers stayed on, sharing the space and 
the work of the Retreat House. And as the Sisterhood 
faced the need to consolidate its ministry in Wisconsin, 
our Order explored whether St. Mary’s might be our 
new home. Through the vision and generosity of the 
sisters, we are happy to announce that the Order of 

the Holy Cross purchased St. Mary’s Retreat House in 
January 2013. It now officially becomes the home of 
our community in Southern California. 

 Though still known informally as The Mount 
Calvary Community at St. Mary’s, we hope to mark 
this new stage in our life and work there by soon 
announcing a new name. 

 In the months and years ahead, there will be 
inevitable changes to the composition of the resident 
monastic community, to the buildings, and to the nature 
of the ministry of hospitality that was a hallmark of 
Mount Calvary and will remain so at our St. Mary’s 
location. 

 Trusting in God’s guidance and in the support 
of many Associates, retreatants, neighbors and 
friends throughout the West, we look toward exciting 
developments anchored in a community of faithful 
monastic living, Holy Cross style. Do continue to pray 
for us. Journey with us. We are located right next to the 
Historic Mission Santa Barbara. Come visit.

Mount Calvary at St. Mary’s 
505 East Los Olivos Street 

Santa Barbara, CA 93105 805-682-4117

HOLY CROSS 
IN SANTA BARBARA
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James Rostron was clothed as a novice on July 25, 2012, 
following his six-month postulancy. He came to Holy 
Cross from Washington, DC, where he was a member 
of St. Columba’s Episcopal Church. 

 Before pursuing his monastic vocation, James 
taught high school and middle school math for 23 years. 
He grew up in the Philadelphia area and then earned his 
undergraduate degree in mechanical engineering from 
Cornell University in Ithaca, NY. After four years living 
and working in San Francisco, James decided to change 
careers and acquired his M.Ed. and teaching certificate 
at UCLA. He eventually made his way back to the East 
Coast, where he first began attending an Episcopal 
Church in Baltimore in 1992. James was confirmed at 
the National Cathedral in 2007, about the same time 
that he discovered Holy Cross Monastery while on a 
parish retreat. 

 Many visits and conversations later, James chose 
to follow his monastic call, and he is very grateful to 
God for speaking loudly and persistently enough that 
his ears could hear.

James Rostron clothed as a Novice

José Folgueira clothed as a Novice

Br. José Folgueira was clothed as a novice on May 22, 
2012. 

 José, 52, was born in Matanzas, Cuba. His family 
emigrated to Spain when he was six years old. They 
lived in Madrid for six years and then settled in San 
Juan, Puerto Rico. After high school José moved 
to Miami, where he worked in banking and taught 
physically impaired elementary school children.  

 Before entering Holy Cross he was a member of 
the community at Blue Cloud Abbey in South Dakota 
for three and a half years.
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