David and The Desert Fathers

Monasticism is older than Christianity, but it flowered particularly fruitfully in the 3rd-4th centuries AD when in the region of Syria, Arabia and Palestine every form of monasticism was tried and ultimately gave rise to western monasticism.  The greatest centre of it all was in Egypt and by 400AD it was a land of hermits and monks.

The prototype of the hermit life was St Antony the Great (251-356AD), the son of well-to-do peasants. He was promoted by that saying of Jesus “Go, sell all that you have....and come and follow me” *. Through his life he went further and further into the desert - both physically and spiritually.  He had many disciples and many imitators.
In a less remote part of Egypt this break with society took a different form which was pioneered by Pachomius (290-347AD) who became the creator of an organised monasticism.  Instead of hermits living separately [but grouped around a spiritual father] they formed “communities of brothers united to each other in work and in prayer”.

In the Palestine of the fifth century there lived  great spiritual fathers of the Egyptian tradition and it is from these saints, together with the original desert hermits of Egypt a century before, that most of our present-day inspiration and understanding is derived.  They have come down to us as ‘The Sayings of the [Desert] Fathers’* and represented a literary genre unique to Christian writings. These writings have influenced many people over many centuries, none less than my friend David Rawlings, whom this account seeks to reveal.     *Some material taken from 'The Wisdom of the Desert Fathers - Sr Benedicta SLG  (1981)
David’s own spiritual search for fulfilment was to embrace the hermit life and the writings of the Desert Fathers continued to influence him from year to year as he sought ever more to live “the type of spiritual life that was meant for me”.  He would have been influenced by much that was written by and about the desert fathers, amongst which one can find gems that begin to show us the thought-process that David went through on his journeying.

The essence of the hermit life that spoke to David was the quest for a single, basic, radical Christianity, demonstrating a crystal-like simplicity.  As Anthony Bloom has written, “Man can derive his life either from God or from the earth; one way in which the lives of the desert saints can convey to us how much they depended on God is to show us how little they depended on earth”.

The spirituality of the desert was not taught but caught - and so it was that David spent much time talking to and praying with other hermit adventurers such as Brother Lawrence at Shepherd’s Law in Northumberland.   There he learned the significance of striving to re-direct every aspect of body. mind and soul to God.  His type of prayer was that of the Fathers, not an activity undertaken for a few hours each day, but a life continually turned towards God.
After much discernment-prayer David made his home in a caravan in a small quarry on Rousay, one of Orkney's north isles. It was there that our friendship flourished during my 20 years living in Orkney. He was a friendly chap who was living a modern monasticism, not eschewing contact with local farmers and visitors, but engaging with them at the same time as maintaining his own rhythm of worship at different times of each day.
But about ten years later David developed bone cancer and I well remember him coming to my home on the mainland straight after having had the diagnosis confirmed;  he sat down and blurted it out.  
It’s so hard to know what to say in those times, but what struck me was the initial shock and disbelief from David himself, followed by an amazing acceptance of it all.  

The following day he had to leave his quarry home of eight years and I slept not one wink that night, for I was putting myself in his shoes; I imagined him going round, tidying up and completing things that needed completing, including putting a small notice inside the door which read ‘ If I should die, then all my belongings go to Christian Aid’.  He knew that this was his last night there - ever, because [strangely] his acceptance of death seemed to include no human hope, perhaps as a result of a clear prognosis from the consultant. 
I actually believe that his lack of hope in any cure had been replaced fairly early on by a certain and sure God-hope, indeed a knowledge of what lay before him (a committed Christian) beyond death.

So the next day he flew off the islands to hospital in Aberdeen, from where he wrote periodically.  Here he found himself out of control of the situation in circumstances from which he, as a hermit, had been fleeing - namely the company of other people. For in the hospital he was willy-nilly surrounded by people, by noise, bustle and lights.  It must have taxed him greatly and he was to write later that ”this is a desert indeed”. Kind friends looked after him in Newburgh, 14 miles north of the city, when he was not having treatment and when, at last, there was no treatment possible. I visited him there a few days before he died, peacefully in February 1991. He was asleep and I simply sat for half an hour in silence, praying and thinking and watching the shallow breathing of this man who had been such an inspiration to me and who was to continue to inspire others over many years. I kissed his forehead and said a quiet goodbye as I left.
He is buried in the small churchyard of St James’ church, on the southern outskirts of Cruden Bay, Aberdeenshire, but in truth he lives on in the caravan. I often go there to ‘meet with him’, to find that special quality of alone-ness that we all seek to some extent or other. 
The caravan had been cleared of most personal items; I received some books on desert spirituality, a small cross and the bible that he used every day. A candle remained at the end of the room with the year ‘1990’ inscribed on its side. Outside, the nettles and shrubs grew and grew - and it eventually became so overgrown that it was impossible to reach the small chapel in the corner of the quarry any more. But raspberry canes continued to produce wonderful crops, sheltered by his wall - and the fuchsia thrived,  a splash of green and red on the brae. I still collected seeds from the yellow poppies that flowered so profusely each summer and sow them in my own garden ‘doon sooth’.  Those poppies are now ‘David’s flower’.

