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As disciples of Jesus, our hearts are meant to burn with love unceasingly. Solitude is a wonderful place to learn how 

to kindle this sacred Spirit-filled fire into flame. It can then become a constant source of delight. This warmth is 

unique and does not compare with any other stirrings the heart can experience. In the stillness of solitude, the Holy 

Spirit will come to us and make his home in us. Solitude delivers us into the “zone” of the Holy Spirit. Join Father 

Mark (virtually) on a raft for eight days as he seeks to prove the efficacy of seven principles for thriving in solitude. 

 

 ISBN-10 : 1533115907 

 ISBN-13 : 978-1533115904 

 

We will read Fr. Goring’s book in conjunction with The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. These are fourth-century 

ascetics who sought solitude in the desert. The faithful who did not embrace the austerity of the desert admired 

those who did and sought them out for counsel and consolation. The 'words' the monks gave were collected and 

communicated across Christendom. We have a great deal to learn from their integrity and their unrelenting courage, 

from their vision of God - so holy, so great, possessed of such a love, that nothing less than one's whole being could 

respond to it. These were men and women who had reached an awesome humility rooted in the vision of God. 

These ascetics, were austere to themselves, yet immensely compassionate to the needs of men and their frailty and 

sins. The inner silence of the desert fathers spoke volumes: 'If a man cannot understand my silence, he will never 

understand my words.' Let us emulate their earnestness in the search, their ruthless determination, their infinite 

compassion and their own silent communion with God. 

 ISBN-10 : 0879079592 

 ISBN-13 : 978-0879079598 
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Abide in Me 

 And Thrive 
Read pages 9-16 “In His Zone” 

From the Preface of Desert Fathers: supreme 

humility, Divine fire, aim of writing = to profit many 

 Anthony the Great: spent 20 years in solitude in a fortress in the Egyptian desert 

 Learned from an angel “ora et labora” – the rhythm of prayer and work 

 Always accept blame for your sins; expect temptation to your last breath 

 Control your tongue and your stomach; despise the flesh to preserve your soul 

 A time is coming when men will go mad and will attack those who are not mad 

 Monks are a living, visible sign of God’s Presence 

 “I no longer fear God, but I love Him, for perfect love casts out fear.” (Jn 4:18) 

 Hyperechius: 

 “Obedience is the best ornament of the monks; he will stand beside the Crucified 

with confidence, for the Crucified was obedient unto death.” 

 Syncletica a desert “mother” (monastic woman): 

 “Our God is a consuming fire [Heb 12:24], so we also must kindle the Divine 

fire in ourselves through tears and hard work.” 

 “Choose the meekness of Moses and you will find your heart, which is a rock, 

changed into a spring of water.” 

 “Hate sickness but not the sick person.” 

 “It is possible to be solitary in one’s mind while living in a crowd, and it is 

possible for one who is solitary to live in the crowd of his own thoughts.” 

 Agathon, a young monk: 

 “Heresy is separation from God. I have no wish to be separated from God.” 

 “There is no labor greater than prayer; prayer is warfare to the last breath.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Did Fr. Mark make prudent plans for his hermitage on the lake? 

 

2. What was his motivation for seeking this week of solitude? 

 

 

3. Which of the above-quoted Desert Fathers and Mother embodies Fr. Mark’s desire for 

solitude? 

 

4. Do you feel inspired to make a similar retreat? Why or why not? 

 

 

5. Have you ever made a spiritual retreat? If so, how did it change you? 

 

6. Which of the above quotations speaks to your heart? 
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If you would 

serve the Lord, 

Prepare for War 

Read pages 17-23 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Abba Abraham 

 The passions continue to live in us; the saints learn to control the passions. 

 Abba Apollo, who became a monk after a hideous, violent attack on a woman: 

 He spent all of his time in prayer, begging the forgiveness of the Lord. His 

prayer became his sole activity. He was told that God had forgiven him but had 

allowed the grief and guilt to continue in his soul for his own good. 

 “When you see your brother, you see the Lord your God.” 

 Sarah a desert “mother” (monastic woman): 

 She waged warfare against temptation, never asking the Lord to take it from 

her, but asking for the strength to fight against it. 

 Abba Sisoes: 

 A brother wronged by his brother came to Abba Sisoes for advice, who told the 

brother: “Leave vengeance to God.” The brother would not rest. Abba Sisoes said: 

“Let us pray: God, we no longer need You to care for us since we do justice for 

ourselves.” The message was received; the brother reconciled with his sibling. 

 Abba Rufus: 

 “Interior peace means to remain sitting in one’s cell with fear and knowledge of 

God, holding far off the remembrance of wrongs suffered and pride of spirit. 

Such interior peace brings forth all the virtues, preserves the monk from the 

burning darts of the enemy…keep in mind your future death, remembering 

that you do not know at what hour the thief will come. Likewise, be watchful 

over your soul.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark discovered that silence and solitude are not sweet, gentle companions. His 

first principle is: Solitude will try to kick you out. What would you expect of a silent 

retreat in solitude? 

 

2. How did the wisdom of a Carthusian abbot help him? 

 

3. What do you think of Fr. Mark’s depiction of “Lady Solitude” as a beautiful, wise, 

stern librarian? 

 

4. How did the wildlife help Fr. Mark to appreciate and deepen his silent solitude? 

 

5. Fr. Mark says, “If the Lord is calling us to rest in Him and we run instead, we are 

resisting Him and depriving ourselves of spiritual growth.” Have you experienced a 

calling from the Lord? How did you respond? 

 

6. Fr. Mark says, “The man who can conquer himself can conquer the world” because “in 

solitude, we face ourselves.” “Acquire the virtue of humility; God can heal a humble 

soul.” Have you faced yourself without fear? Have you grown more humble? 

 

7. Fr. Mark would stand in his room at the seminary and wait for the Lord to inspire 

him to act as a way to tame his restless energy. He was able to be productive and more 

aware of God’s Presence? Is this a good principle? Will you try it in your own life? 

 

8. Which of the above quotations speaks to your heart? 
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Everything is 

amplified in 

solitude.  

Read pages 25-27 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Abba Arsenius 

 His prayer: “Lord, lead me in the way of salvation.” And “O, God, do not leave 

me, but according to Your goodness, let me now make a beginning of good.” 

 “Without great vigilance, a man does not advance in even a single virtue.” 

 Abba Achilles: 

 He worked the whole night weaving, even though he did not need the twenty 

measures; he wove so much out of the fear of laziness, which would displease 

God. “This is why I give myself this labor and do as much as I can.”  

 Abba Silvanus: 

 “When I work, I eat the fruit of my wages; but if I do not work, I eat charity.” 

 Abba Pistamon: 

 “Even if you have what you need by other means, do not give up your manual 

work. Works s much as you can.” 

 Abba Isidore the Priest: 

 “If you desire salvation, do everything that leads you to it.” 

 Abba James: 

 “We do not need words only, for at the present time, there are many words 

among men; but we need works, for this is what is required, not words which do 

not bear fruit.” 

 Abba Joseph of Panephysis: 

 “If you will, you can become all flame.” 

 “You cannot be a monk unless you become like a consuming fire.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark discovered that silence and solitude are not sweet, gentle companions. His 

second principle is: The demon of laziness is the first and most constant temptation. 

Does this surprise you? 

 

2. The Desert Fathers found the desert to be a place of intense warfare. Jesus was “driven 

by the Spirit” into the wilderness, where He was tempted. Why does solitude present 

such a challenge to the soul? 

 

3. Words for laziness: sloth, acedia, sluggishness, lethargy, despondency, melancholy, 

indolence, depression, gloominess. “Acedia” and “sloth” denote hatred or loathing for 

doing good or virtuous things and are therefore particularly sinful. Do you see any of 

these types of laziness in your life? Are you prompted by Fr. Mark’s wisdom to 

change? 

 

4. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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Work and 

Pray like the 

Holy Family.  

Read pages 29-34 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Abba Apphy 

 “When you were in solitude and there was no one else, it was God who was your 

helper.” 

 Abba Nisterus 

 Every day, strive to come before God without sin. Pray to God in His Presence. 

Ask yourself every day: “What have we done that is as God wills and what have 

we left undone3 of that which He does not will?” 

 Abba Benjamin 

 “Be joyful at all times, pray without ceasing, and give thanks for all things.” 

 Abba Poemen (called The Shepherd): 

 “If a man’s will is in line with what is right, then he can really labor.”  

 Abba Isaiah 

 “Whoever has not worked will not receive a reward from God.” 

 Abba Pistamon: 

 “Work as much as you can, only do it without getting worried about it.” 

  “Even if you have what you need by other means, do not give up your manual 

work. Works as much as you can.” 

 Abba Elias: 

 “If the spirit does not sing with the body, labor is in vain. Whoever loves 

tribulation will enjoy joy and peace later on.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark discovered the rhythm of work and prayer, and how to pray while working. 

His third principle is: Ora et Labora. How can you put this principle to work? 

 

2. Fr. Mark discovered that simple tasks, united with a simple prayer, rests our spiritual 

faculties so that we can dive deeper into Scripture study or contemplation. Do you 

find your heart and mind lifted to God in the everyday tasks in your life? 

 

3. Supernatural peace accompanies wholesome work and a heart burning with love for 

God. On the other hand, the devil can lull us into laziness and we can spiral 

downward into lethargy, depression, and acedia. Do you agree with St. Faustina: “Let 

toiling souls rejoice”? 

 

4. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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Abide with       

Jesus. 

 

Read pages 35-37 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Abba Rufus 

 “Interior peace means…fear and knowledge of God, holding far off the 

remembrance of wrongs suffered and pride of spirit. Such interior peace brings 

forth all the virtues. Keep in mind your future death…be watchful over your 

soul.” 

 Abba Or 

 “Put yourself in subjection to the grace of Christ, in the spirit of poverty and 

genuine charity.” 

 Abba Euprepius 

 “If a man is possessed of humility and poverty, and if he does not judge others, 

the fear of God will come to him.” 

 Abba Hyperechius 

 “Let your thoughts be ever in the Kingdom of Heaven and soon you will possess 

it as a heritage.” 

 Abba Carion 

 “I have labored much harder than my son Zacharias, and yet I have not 

attained to his measure in humility and silence.” 

 Abba Nilus 

 “Whatever you have endured out of love of wisdom will bear fruit for you at the 

time of prayer.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark’s wisdom: “Say ‘no’ to non-essential things so that we can do the essential 

things with inner peace.” His fourth principle is: Beware the Demon of Busyness. Be 

with our Beloved. How can you put this principle to work? 

 

2. Fr. Mark tells us about the “gentle” rhythm of Ora et Labora and the “gentle” pace God 

sets for us. Do you find God’s gentleness challenging to accept in the busyness of 

your life? 

 

3. Fr. Mark discovered his “inner poverty and brokenness” in solitude. You come face to 

face with God and face to face with yourself in solitude. I would add that we are never 

truly alone, as our Beloved is always nearer to us than our next breath; this helps 

when you come face to face with yourself, to have Him at your side. Do you agree or 

disagree? 

 

4. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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Reaching the 

Summit with 

Effort. 

Read pages 39-43 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Amma Theodora – a desert “mother” 

 “As soon as you intend to live in peace, at once evil comes and weighs down 

your soul through acedia. But if we are vigilant, all these temptations fall 

away.”   

 Abba Poemen (The Shepherd) 

 “Acedia is there every time one begins anything. If a man recognizes it for what 

it is, he will gain peace.” 

 Amma Syncletica – a desert “mother” 

 “There is a grief which comes from the enemy, full of mockery, which some call 

acedia. This spirit must be cast out, mainly by prayer and psalmody.” 

 Abba John (The Dwarf) 

 “If a man has in his soul the tools of God, he will be able to stay in [solitude].” 

 Abba Paul the Great 

 “I am in the slough, sinking in up to my neck and I weep in the Presence of 

God, saying: ‘Have mercy on me.’”  
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark’s Noonday Demon is a persistent demon. Our physical bodies can work 

against our loftiest spiritual promises. His fifth principle is: Beware the Noonday 

Demon of Sluggishness. Battle to be with our Beloved. His common-sense advice is to 

plan ahead. How can you put this principle to work? 

 

2. Fr. Mark advises us to know our bodies well enough to recognize the onset of the Slug. 

He chose to fight the Slug without caffeine or sugar, without napping, and without 

beating himself up or having a pity party. Which of these “crutches” do you use when 

the Slug comes around? Do you have a plan in place to battle the blahs?   

 

3. Fr. Mark found joy in the accomplishment of simple tasks which drove away the 

Noonday demon, and he celebrated with his simple snack. He basked in the love of the 

Lord and recognized that God loves us as He made us – low-energy times included. 

What do you think of Fr. Mark’s mindset?  

 

4. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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The Rhythm of 

Being,  

not Doing 

Read pages 45-50 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Amma Sarah – a desert “mother” 

 “If I prayed God that all men should approve of my conduct, I should find 

myself a penitent at the door of each one, but I shall rather pray that my heart 

may be pure towards all.”   

 Abba Cassian  

 “The Rules are tools of virtue for good living.” 

 “Fasting is always to hand, but I do not always have [ visitors]. Thus, receiving 

Christ in you, I ought to serve you with all diligence; but when I have taken 

leave of you, I can resume the rule of fasting again. For ‘Can the wedding 

guests fast while the Bridegroom is with them?’” 

 Amma Syncletica – a desert “mother” 

 “Obedience is preferable to asceticism. The one teaches pride, the other, humility.” 

 “We must not seek our own will, nor follow our personal opinion, but obe3y our 

fathers in the Faith.” 

 Abba Mius 

 “Obedience responds to obedience. When someone obeys God, God ‘obeys’ his 

request.” 

 “If your cloak is torn, do you throw it away? No, you mend it and use it again. 

If you are so careful about your cloak, will not God be equally careful about His 

creature?” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark praises the Rules of monastic life but prefers to call it a “rhythm.” His sixth 

principle is: Bend to the Discipline of a Rhythm so you can “be,” not just “do”. He 

remarks that all of creation has its own rhythm even though mankind is the only one 

who needs a Rule to work with the rhythm and not against it. How can you put this 

principle to work? 

 

2. Fr. Mark’s rhythm takes into account rising and sleeping, eating, praying, 

recreation, and work. Following the wisdom of the Church Fathers and the Fathers and 

Mothers of the Desert, his rhythm encompasses all of our needs: spiritual, physical, 

intellectual, and emotional. Have you crafted routines or rhythms which work in your 

best interest, work with your needs, and resonates with the uniqueness instilled in 

you by God?   

 

3. Fr. Mark  states boldly that “every Christian should have a rhythm of life that helps 

him to live for God.” If you seek first the Kingdom of God, all else falls into place. 

What will you put into your holy rhythm as you seek the Kingdom? 

 

4. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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Our Unity  

of Body  

and Soul  
Read pages 51-61 “In His Zone” 

From the Sayings of Desert Fathers:  

 Abba Rufus 

 “Interior peace means to remain sitting…with fear and knowledge of God, 

holding far off the remembrance of wrongs suffered and pride of spirit. Such 

interior peace brings forth all the virtues.”   

 Abba Longinus  

 “The fast that I will accept is control of your evil thoughts.” (Isaiah 58) 

 “Fasting is always to hand, but I do not always have [ visitors]. Thus, receiving 

Christ in you, I ought to serve you with all diligence; but when I have taken 

leave of you, I can resume the rule of fasting again. For ‘Can the wedding 

guests fast while the Bridegroom is with them?’” 

 Abba Silvanus 

 “We, being carnal, want to eat, and that is why we work. Mary needs Martha. It 

is really thanks to Martha that Mary is praised.” 

 Abba Poemen (“The Shepherd”) 

 “We have not been taught to kill our bodies, but to kill our passions.” 

 “There are three things which I am not able to do without: food, clothing, and 

sleep; but I can restrict them to some extent.” 

 Amma Syncletica – a desert “mother” 

 “We who have chosen this way of life must obtain perfect temperance.” 

 “Just as the most bitter medicine drives out poisonous creatures, so prayer joined 

to fasting drives evil thoughts away.” 
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Questions to consider: 

1. Fr. Mark speaks about the balance between asceticism and bodily needs. His seventh 

principle is: Proper Care of our Bodies is part of growing in holiness. Holiness is a 

lofty goal, and is best reached by those whose bodies are well-nourished and well-

rested. How can you put this principle to work? Do you have trouble balancing between 

too much and too little? 

 

2. Fr. Mark’s prudence and respect for his humanity are rooted in the Truth. God made 

us with a human body and a human soul. Death separates our souls from our bodies 

only temporarily. At the Second Coming, our glorified bodies will be reunited with our 

souls. Had you ever thought about proper care of the body as a path to holiness?   

 

3. Fr. Mark  states that we can “give glory to God by how we eat. The greatest reason to 

watch our eating is so that we can be in His zone.” Loving the Lord with all your 

heart, your mind, and your strength takes necessary rest and nourishment. How will 

you strike the necessary balance to optimize your service to the Lord? 

 

4. In his summary, Fr. Mark lists several results of his floating retreat: abiding peace, 

profound contentment, solitude shared with God. He felt changed by his time on his 

“floating altar.” What had changed him? Time alone with God in His Zone. 

 

5. Which of the above quotations from the Desert Fathers speaks to your heart? 
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