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Your Cell Will Teach You 
 

bba Moses said, “Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”  Like the 
desert fathers and mothers of the third and fourth centuries who went into the desert in 

order to gain physical distance from others, the monks of the Oriental Orthodox Order in the 
West, we have separated ourselves from ordinary society during this COVID pandemic.  Unlike 
the desert sages, this was not a choice for us.  In most of our locations we were first ordered to 
shelter in place and then, as our cities re-opened to varying degrees, we have practiced physical 
distancing in ways that protect others and protect ourselves.  Perhaps you like me are settled 
into this (temporary) mode of existence on the horizontal level of our living.  And, no doubt as 
monks you are acutely aware (and perhaps pleasantly surprised) at how much you may have 
learned as you “sit in your cell.”  In our cells as we practice our daily office informed by our Rule 
we live in the vertical realm of our being.  As we have disconnected from ordinary routines, we 
have found joy in silence, peace in nature, comradeship in one or two significant others, wisdom 
in texts.  While we mourn the painful illness, untimely death, and painful loss income and 
employment of many neighbors and loved ones, we have moved into our cells and relished 
being alone with the Alone.  Even as we pray in soberness for this pandemic to end, we are, at 
times, inebriated by the abundance of Spirit in our priory homes where we watch the bats fly in 
the morning breezes just before the sun rises, as we chant at noon, as we move into the great 
silence in the evenings.  We were prepared for this forced cloistering by years of study and 
practice.  And, while we grieve with those who grieve, we also rejoice with each other in this 
liminal period our journey through time.  We taste eternity each day. 
 
When the pandemic is over, much will have changed in American and in the world. As an 
administrator in higher education, I am aware that things will never be the same.  We are being 
forced to make improvements in our pedagogies in rapid time.  There will be changes related to 
the cost of higher education.   
 
We are aware of so many changes that may become permanent in some fashion—in churches, 
temples, and mosques; in restaurants, in grocery stores, in farm-to-table agriculture; in 
businesses and government.  Tipping points are occurring each day.  Each minute. 
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The Order will also change.  We have become aware of how effective technology can be used 
for an Order whose monks are separated by miles and oceans.  We are learning.  We are poised 
to move further into new venues even as we preserve our distinctive character and ethos. 
 
We are preparing for the day in which our forced cloistering ends and we reconnect physically 
with our neighbors, students, friends, family, and, of course, each other.  We live in a divided 
America on so many levels and so, our interactions with family, friends, and neighbors is fraught.  
This is heartbreaking but it is where we are at this stage of world history.  This is an epochal 
moment for democracy, for justice, for the environment.  Each of us is called not only to prayer 
but also to work.  We have essential work to do in this age on the horizontal level. The upcoming 
Order workshop “Training for the Use of the Sapiential Tarot” will provide those who attend 
with essential tools for this work.  We are wisdom teachers, healers, and spiritual directors for a 
world in need.  Whether you attend the workshop or not, let us continue to prepare for new 
roles and new venues for our work ahead even as we now, in this period of forced cloistering, 
deepen our practice on the vertical dimensions.  
 
“Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”   
 

~~  Abbot Blake  


