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Journey Back to Eden: My Life and Times Among the Desert Fathers 

 
As a young catholic monk and anthropology student Mark Gruber impulsively decides to 
spend one year living in Egypt’s contemporary Coptic orthodox monasteries for his doctoral 
research. However it soon becomes more than a study, but a way of life unimagined by the 
author. His yearlong spiritual journey is filled with incredible stories and life experiences, 
moving to both Copts and non-Copts. Some experiences are detailed below.  
 
An accident or providence?  
 
Gruber describes how the study got started.  
 
In my methodology class Madame Professor walked in, eyed us all dubiously and 
announced: “This class is only for advanced graduate students preparing their dissertations 
or proposals for fieldwork”. She went on to say: “If you do not have a dissertation topic, and 
if you have not already compiled a bibliography and completed a considerable amount of 
research, please leave the class now!” 
 

Gruber hesitated long enough for the professor to assume compliance with her 
command. She looked about and said, “Fine. We’re all still here.” Then, looking straight at 
me, she said, “You, for instance, what is your topic?” 

 
Without thinking, I blurted out, “Egypt. I shall investigate the Coptic people of 

Egypt.” 
“Oh!” she exclaimed in utter disbelief. “Really! Tell me about them.” 
 

In fact, I knew almost nothing of what I spoke! I had considered no dissertation topic 
and had done no research. But as “fate” would have it, that very morning, as I surveyed the 
pastor’s antique collection of National Geographic magazines while sipping a cup of coffee, I 
happened to pick up an issue featuring the wonders of the Nile. Somewhere deep in the 
text, I noted a small picture of a Christian Copt. A little blurb stated that these people 
number about ten percent of the population in Egypt; that there are still monasteries there 
dating back to the beginnings of monasticism; and that the Copts still practice their ancient 
form of Orthodox religion. I read the article with little interest, put the journal back in its 
place, and went to class. 

 
This is what popped into my head when the professor asked for my dissertation 

topic. I had read the works of the Desert Fathers in my novitiate and had some vague 
recollection of the maxims of the early monks. I mentally tied all that together with the 
Copts of Egypt, hoping that they were the same people. So, armed with these two bits of 
insight, a bit of general knowledge, and a large dose of speculation, I answered my 
professor’s litany of questions for more than fifteen minutes and finally persuaded her that, 
indeed, I did belong in the class! 
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 Missing funds  
 
Gruber initially faces huge financial issues when visiting Egypt’s monasteries. The money he 
transferred disappears, and he needs a breakthrough.  
 
Pope’s approval 
 
In order to stay at the Coptic monasteries he needs permission from the Pope himself. Just 
meeting the Pope becomes more difficult than he could have imagined. But upon meeting 
the Pope he has just two requirements: he needs to grow a beard and wear a religious 
habit.  
Spending time at the monasteries 
 
Gruber visits 12 Coptic monasteries in total. Each monastery presents its own challenges 
and blessings. Gruber has to adapt to the advent vigils, language, food, and desert life. He 
begins to grow spiritually and becomes revered by his peers. His reverence extends to lay 
people asking for his help, with surprising results. Gruber himself is amazed by the growth of 
his spiritual relationship with God.  
 
 
Monastery of St Samuel     
 
This experience typifies warfare in the desert and occurs very late in his journey. “It is awful 
this place. The water is more salty than in any of the other monasteries; it’s so saline it’s 
almost undrinkable. In the water are swimming various kinds of nearly microscopic fauna, so 
it’s best that I not look too closely at what it is I’m drinking. 
 
The weather has become even worse; now the temperature is over 120 degrees in the 
shade. The heat is unbearable during the day.  
 
The abbot of the monastery was concerned that I might die in his House, causing all the 
problems associated with having to remove the body of a foreigner. He didn’t want to be 
responsible for my death, so he suggested that I make a journey outside the walls of the 
monastery up to the mountain where the founder, St Samuel, had lived in a cave nine 
hundred years ago. 
 
What happens in this cave is truly amazing....  
 
Afterword 
 
This is brilliant summary comparing the desert life of a Coptic monk in Egypt, to a monk in 
the modernised U.S.A. He just cannot contain the love he had in Egypt’s monasteries.  
 
Fifteen years have passed since my sojourn in Egypt. Scarcely an hour and never a day have 
passed without my thoughts returning to that time. And while I have parlayed the 
experience into a doctoral dissertation as well as into the resources of thousands of retreat 
conferences, days of recollection, classroom illustrations, and pedagogical anecdotes, 
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returning from Egypt has made me infinitely poorer than I was while living there among the 
monks in their remote monasteries. Though I have revisited my desert haunts a few times 
since then, each effort to do so grows heavier with the realization that there is no going 
back. God has set an angel with a fiery sword at the gate of Eden. 

I hope that the poverty within my soul after all these years of dis-location since I left 
is of the spiritual kind that Jesus called “blessed!” I only know that it robs me, not only of 
what I unexpectedly found in that blessed corridor of time, but also of my ease of presence 
and sense of home in the present society to which I belong and, sadly, I am even less at 
home in the setting of the Western monks with whom I pray. 

 
For all the burden of these transitions, however, I have never regretted the 

opportunities of those days. Only a grateful memory lies at the bottom of all the pain. What 
purity of prayer, what admiration for saints, what wisdom of ascetics, what adventures and 
triumphs, what humiliations resolving into faith, what filial discourse in grace—all of these 
were mine for the taking! Lord, have mercy that I was not then expansive enough to 
generously receive what was so bountifully given. I expect to spend the rest of my life 
unpacking those treasures with thanksgiving. May this little journal, a catharsis of gratitude 
for me, become for the thoughtful reader an extension of the blessings I once received 
from a beloved Desert Father. 
 
 
This is available to order online from many shipping companies such as Amazon or from 
some Orthodox bookshops  


