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“W hy do two anglican 
priests in the 
Diocese of perth, 
western australia, 
live in the desert?” 
you may well be 

wondering. It is here that we are developing expressions 
of a uniquely australian desert spirituality that will be 
of benefit to many people who wish to experience the 
wilderness, explore desert spirituality, and put time aside 
to exercise the contemplative capacity of their minds. we 
provide re-locatable single accommodation with shared 
facilities arranged in a cloister incorporating a refectory, 
camp kitchen, and library, and a campfire and altar as 
focal points. The camp is situated in close proximity to the 
surrounding bush, which is a mixture of sand-plain heaths, 
salt lakes, woodlands, and granite rock habitats.

a place in the desert
Koorarawalyee, the place where we live, is a remote 

abandoned town site between the towns of southern 
cross (1,500 souls in the entire shire) and Kalgoorlie (a 
regional centre with a population of 33,000). our nearest 
neighbours are 35km (22 miles) to the west and 95km 
(60 miles) to the east. it is 500km (310 miles) from the 
coast and north of Great eastern Highway. it is on the 
vermin side of the state Barrier fence, on the western 
edge of Boorabbin national park, which is part of the 
Great Western Woodlands of Western Australia. We live 
and offer retreats on the desert fringe. Koorarawalyee has 
a population of two. All around it is wilderness.

desert is defined as that country with a rainfall of less 
than 250mm (10 inches) annually. this is below the 
level of rain needed for growing the imported vegetation 
that is used in farming. We receive 250mm of rain at 
Koorarawalyee, on average. We rely on cyclonic summer 
rains that cross the coast at carnarvon to fill the water 
holes and soaks that feed this country. Koorarawalyee lies 
on the “outside” of the vermin fence, built over a hundred 
years ago to protect farmers from the “vermin”—the native 
kangaroos and emu as well as wild dogs, foxes, feral cats, 

and rabbits. We found Koorarawalyee serendipitously and 
bought it as a small piece of freehold in the vast expanse of 
national park and Vacant crown land. it became, over 
seven years, the base camp, and now we take retreatants on 
walks up to 20km (12.5 miles) into the surrounding bush, 
or on short drives to spend time in the array of environ-
ments that make up the surrounding wilderness.

our daily program for retreat may include: rise with 
the sun, breakfast, morning prayer, walk, picnic lunch 
in the bush, circle walk or vehicle journey back to camp, 
time alone, evening prayer, meal preparation, campfire 
discussions, compline, and early to bed. silence from 
morning to evening prayer is an option agreed by the 
group. plenty of time in silence in the bush and in 
alone-times is available to everyone staying here. When 
groups come on retreat, we provide the food and menus, 
equipment, and expertise, and we encourage participa-
tion in all aspects of camp life. We live simply, offering 
groups the opportunity to campfire cook and live in 
close contact with the environment. people staying with 
us are aware of the season, compass points, angle of the 
sun, spiritual direction of the wind, life cycle of the local 
insects, birds, bats, lizards, and amazing diversity of plant 
life that lives in such a dry environment.

people on retreat here have commented that the desert 
acts as their spiritual director. Around the campfire at 
night and in follow-up letters, retreatants describe the life 
changes that they have made in response to their time in 
the wilderness. We asked 130 people the question, “How 
is the desert your spiritual director?” What follows is a 
summary of what we learned from their responses.

Here is one of many prayers composed by rev. dr. 
elizabeth smith during a retreat in the desert. it expresses 
her experience of God’s presence:

A Gathering Prayer
We look to the sky, and see the power of God
shining in sunlight, breathing by the wind.
 We praise you, living God.
We look to the earth, and see the mystery of God
in life springing from the dust, blossoming with colour.

Desert Spirituality

Anna Killigrew
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 We praise you, living God.
We look to each other, and see the grace of God
reflected in one another’s faces.
 We praise you, living God.
Breathe your spirit on us now, o God,
and help us to pray,
 through jesus christ our lord. Amen. 

the desert as spiritual director
the desert is a place of life and death. Without water, 

all within it are threatened with death. death is before 
us, as we look at an emu desiccated on a salt lake. in 
the desert you can see how everything is returned to 
the earth within a week, by ants, beetles, flies, fungus, 
eagle, and dingo. the life-cycle is writ large: you feel the 
life, stark, without layers of distraction, un-embellished, 
sun-bleached, bare. the desert impresses those within it 
of our mortality, our finitude, and awakes the spiritual 
dimension of our lives. in the desert you cannot hide. to 
take in its ministry, people need to remain in the wilder-
ness at least four days, to get off the addiction to adrena-

line that our society fosters, to step off the treadmill of 
mimetic desire, and to be able to attend to the present 
moment.

When people come to the desert fringe and spend at 
least four days immersed in the environment, they report 
significant life changes that emerge from their experience. 
people report a stripping back. there is less external input 
at a sensory level. life is less clouded by noise. You can 
hear yourself and authentic sounds: it is a place of more 
authenticity than life in the city. Humans are neurologi-
cally programmed to take notice of everything, and in the 
city we have to filter out extraneous sensory stimuli. 
people say that in the desert there is no filtering required, 
so they can sense themselves more clearly and be present. 
the big skies hint at the infinite possibilities in the self.

The Physical Environment
A word about the environment that so ably conveys the 

presence and relationship of God within it may be helpful 
in understanding the effects it has on those who spend 
time within it.

“desert” — Moyan Brenn
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1.  the sky stretches to the earth that forms the hori-
zon in every direction. the big sky is a canopy inviting 
you into its expanse with differing light, cloud formations, 
aspects of the movement of the solar system and beyond 
to the great unknown. it is a constant companion, a vast 
and changing presence morning, noon, evening, and 
night. it takes you out of yourself into the larger place of 
the whole cosmos.

2. Granite rock outcrops emerge from the heart of 
the land, expositions of the solid foundation undergirding 
all on which you stand and over which you travel. Where 
the rock emerges from desert sands, water gathers and an 
amazing array of plant and animal life flourishes. there 
are trees and shade and moisture, and spending time here 
grounds you in the firm embrace of the earth.

3. lateritic breakaway country sits above ancient riv-
erbeds rich in gold. this decomposing environment forms 
deep gnammas—holes in the rock that store water—so 
there is abundant thirsty wildlife visiting. its caves and 
crevices are a breeding ground for the dingo and smaller 
animals. it is a place of hidden resources and life, despite 
its sparse appearance. the people who spend time in it 
often reflect on their own hidden resources, not noticed in 
the midst of busy social lives.

4. salt lakes and clay pans form the low points of this 
country. they are part of the ancient playa lake system 
that feeds into the river system that eventually spills 
into the ocean. to walk barefoot onto the flat expanse 
of white, glistening salt underlain by mud conjures up a 
sense of being cut free of the many constrictions of life 
in your built environment. the feeling of walking on a 
beach or bobbing on the ocean is often reported in this 
environment. Being on a flat expanse surrounded by 
trees elicits a sense of being held safely to do your own 
reflection.

5. open woodland grows where the soils are richer 
and water more available. As you travel through this 
country, yellow sands supporting sand-plain heaths give 
way instantly to red soils that are growing trees. As you 
move into vegetation that allows you to see further and 
walk unimpeded, you can relax amongst the population 
of wonderfully coloured and formed trunks, hard wood, 
slow growing and resilient to times of no water, and graced 
with leafy shade, and be grateful.

6. Heath—that sand-plain vegetation that crowds 

you with an amazing array of head-height vegetation and 
brings your horizon to within hand-reach—is an environ-
ment that calls forth all your concentration to negoti-
ate your way. With this focus, you are brought into the 
present moment, and worries and cares of your everyday 
world slip away as you live step by step. Walking in heath 
is made easier if you don’t fight it; just feel your way 
through its unique organisation. it does allow you through 
with little effort this way. And it rewards you with the 
most abundant display of tiny wildflowers and wildlife. 
Awe and wonder are companions here as much as they are 
when watching glorious sunsets.

7. dew and other forms of moisture are precious 
additions to any of these environments. Misty mornings, 
dew on spider webs, rain on the rock, the smell of plants 
breathing in the moisture of early morning and evening 
all make for a sense of replenishment, refreshment, deep 
renewal. in country that has harsh sunlight bearing down 
on it all day, moments and pockets of moisture are times 
and places of grace.

8. food sources are what many retreatants ask about 
in all these environments. food is there, in fleshy drupes, 
underground tubers, nuts, grains, seeds, nectar, sap, and 
the animal life. “How would you live in this country?” 
is the underlying question, giving voice to a fear of how 
would we find sustenance in such a place. We are remind-
ed of jesus’s quote from deuteronomy 8:3, in reply to the 
devil’s temptation to make bread from stone: “one does 
not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.” 

9. Animal life is present. early explorers often wrote 
that they saw no wildlife on their travels. it is here. it just 
hears you first. And much of it lives underground because 
of the need for moisture to live. signs of life are provided 
by burrows, footprints, scat, fruiting bodies of fungus, 
webs, nests, howls, birdcalls, and the reward of animal 
presence for the person who just sits and waits. 

the juxtaposition of such varied environments (rock, 
sand, salt, clay, vegetation, big skies, underground life) 
works up a metaphoric imagination in those who dwell 
within them.

arrival and settling in
in any spiritual direction setting, how people arrive and 

settle in to the situation is influential on their experience. 
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often people accustomed to city living are too scared to 
venture out into the unknown alone, as in any spiritual 
direction situation. Walk-and-talk is a great way to divest 
the new arrival of the baggage that would weigh them 
down as they do their retreat work and begin to focus 
on the present moment. people often report they came 
with an issue they wanted to address and found it became 
unimportant, and something completely unexpected 
emerged for discovery.

Having accommodation at a “base camp” in the 
wilderness gives retreatants a “soft” interface with the 
undisturbed wilderness, with its flora, fauna, big skies, 
underground life, and the vagaries of the weather. nearby 
they may notice an open trap-door spider’s nest. this spe-
cies digs her burrow so that it opens up on the trunk of a 
she-oak and is sealed with a lid. she attaches a fan of twigs 
lining the lip of her burrow. she is an ambush predator, 
relying on crawling insects such as ants and beetles to fol-
low her trip lines into her capture range, or ideally right 
into her silken burrow, about one metre into the earth 
where it is cool and moist. Many people have an initial 
discussion about their fear of spiders and snakes. this is 
their country, and we are guests within it. pondering its 
life forms draws forth our own parallels.

Many people, as they arrive, find that they are driven 
by the spirit to walk out into the wilderness and be them-
selves there. they may be drawn into a nearby gimlet 
thicket, an area regenerating after a bushfire. this species 
of eucalypt has amazingly “muscular” forms, many with 
triangular-cross-section trunks. the coppery colours are 
awe-inspiring. people want to get among these trees, 
touch them, caress their “muscles,” listen to their sap ris-
ing in the trunk and the sound of their leaves rustling in 
the canopy. We might say that these retreatants are explor-
ing the phenomena of sense perception as an avenue to 
self-knowledge.

Being able to receive their environment with loving 
attention, gratitude, and acceptance, holding it without 
the desire to possess it, raises within the retreatants the 
sense of being “attentively open to the present moment,” 
to “what is,” both “out there” and “in here.” We encourage 
retreatants to wander in the bush, appreciating it as it is, 
rather than thinking of what it can “do” for them. this 
attitude of fond regard is essential if the desert is to be our 
spiritual director.

establishing a relationship
How people establish a relationship influences their 

experience of the wilderness. one example of this is a 
group who explored a nearby ancient meteor-formed clay 
pan. they enjoyed the silky mud, got mud all over them-
selves and invited others to join them. to be in relation-
ship, one needs to “get into it.” the wilderness does not 
have humanly constructed patterns of relationship. it pro-
vides a timeless base away from the distractions of human 
interpretation and influence. so those who walk within it 
are freed to enter the creative grace-filled relationship that 
God establishes with them there. the sheer strangeness or 
otherness of the surroundings moves people off balance, 
away from their usual thought patterns, so that new ideas 
or insights can be engaged in creative combinations. this 
environment brings out creativity in most people who stay 
in it.

engage with sincerity and truth
An often-expressed observation is that “in the desert 

you cannot hide.” spiritual direction desires to engage 
with sincerity and truth, and how this happens influences 
the experience. You could say that there is “nothing” in the 
wilderness. You could see it as a blank slate. or you could 
see the journey that a bird or small marsupial or lizard 
has made, recorded on the surface of the mud or sand, 
like so much wilderness wanderings. And then you could 
begin your own journey, released from slavery to whatever 
“should,” “ought,” or “must” that holds you bound.

Walking in the wilderness gets people’s energy flowing, 
releasing “stuck-ness” and opening them to a renewed rela-
tionship with God through the environmental embrace. 
this walking is physically difficult enough to fully engage 
the concentration so that the unconscious can be released 
to shed light on life’s conundrums. Most people report 
that they dream vivid, frequent dreams as they touch base 
with their unconscious world.

retreatants want to go out into the wilderness into 
places that they do not feel confident to go alone, into 
places that very few people would go, and here they rejoice 
in the ways the desert ministers to them. the wilderness in 
its nakedness is a fruitful environment in which to attend 
to our own sinfulness and repent. We can sit on a rock, lie 
on the clay pan, stare into the vast blue yonder or the five 
million star canopy and absorb its strength.
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How people are Heard
We pay a lot of attention in spiritual direction to the 

way that people are heard because it is so important 
an influence on their experience. in the desert, hearing 
arises in a deep silence. You may ponder the life of a tiny, 
hirsute succulent, thriving on the vast expanse of silent 
salt-lake shoreline, as it speaks eloquently of its impor-
tance in the larger scheme of things. instead of us being 
heard, maybe we are there in the desert to hear? can we 
hear what jesus heard as God-spirit drove him into the 
wilderness: the divine voice-over, “You are my beloved 
offspring; with you i am well pleased”? that is the hear-
ing that would bring us to abundant life.

the wilderness offers an eloquent silence. Because the 
desert just “is,” those within it are free to be who they 
are too. in the silence we are heard into renewed purpose 
and meaning. We may visit a rock depression in the sand 
plain that holds water after rain, a lush refuge for the 
local fauna. the water of this still desert pool reflects 
faithfully on the cloud formation of the sky above. You 
reach this place by walking through head-high sand-plain 
heath, vegetation that looks all the same but reveals many 
wonders during the walking. in the silence, your essential 
self is exposed. can we respond to the life temptations 
that would divert us from our life’s direction? 

When i ask retreatants “How is the desert being your 
spiritual director?” they use phrases like the following to 
put words on their experiences:

	 ✱	 “being naked” 
	 ✱	 “being at-one-with God” 
	 ✱	 “finding our true selves” 
	 ✱	 “being able to slough off the false self as my spirit 

yields to God” 
	 ✱	 being “free from competition or striving after accep-

tance, recognition, or acclaim” 

the moon setting as the sun rises shows us the still 
face of echoing, reflected light. Being heard this clearly 
allows people to hear themselves as they really are, to hear 
themselves into self-realization, and any injured sense of 
self, purpose, or meaning can be healed. if we take the 
time to look out at the wilderness through the frame of 
weathered, wind-shaped rocks, we are provided with a 
firm context for the life we perceive there, and within us. 

the desert can become the framework of our spiritual 
resources, as it was for jesus, in the wilderness forty days, 
tempted by satan, with the wild beasts, ministered to by 
angels.

receiving encouragement
this is an integral part of our experience of spiritual 

direction. one time i found myself lost in the above-
head-height sand-plain heath on an overcast day. i picked 
up an old emu thigh bone, left over from a dingo’s din-
ner, and reminded myself that many have walked this 
land before me, so there must be signs of its layout to 
be read. encouraged by this long history of the land’s 
pathways, i found my way home. for thousands of years, 
the indigenous custodians found their way through this 
country as they travelled from rock-hole to rock-hole, 
from one gathering place to another, for ceremony. that 
is encouraging. We are in good company as we travel 
through this land today. We are in good company mak-
ing retreat in the wilderness. 

the wilderness exudes acceptance to many within it. 
it proffers evidence of sustainable, strong, resilient life 
in the midst of its fragility, complexity of life forms, and 
ability to flourish with low water, a high temperature 
range, and ancient leached soils. the dew that forms 
most mornings as the temperature drops at dawn is the 
moisture that sustains most desert life. A cobweb glis-
tening at daybreak symbolises this fragile flourishing. it 
encourages us to ponder our own fragile flourishing and 
inter-weaving of relationships, and be encouraged. the 
fragile flourishing of the desert allows those within it 
to “drop all pretence, all masquerade, and be real, frail, 
mortal,” yet beloved offspring of the living God, able in 
that inherited strength to engage satan, be ministered to 
by angels, to choose life. 

Connection to traditional resources
How people are connected to the resources of commu-

nities of faith through the ages influences their experience 
in any situation, and especially in the desert. the rainbow 
over the burnt-out desert sand plain reminds us of an 
ancient promise of God not to destroy us despite our 
hard-heartedness, the devastation of our lives.

the historic tradition upholds the efficacy of the wil-
derness experience: 
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	 ✱	 of Moses, Aaron, and Miriam and the released 
israelite slaves

	 ✱	 of Hagar driven out by sarah
	 ✱	 of elijah pursued by jezebel
	 ✱	 of john the Baptist appearing from the wilderness to 

call for repentance
	 ✱	 of jesus being driven into the wilderness at his bap-

tism and his frequent returns there when the crowds 
would make him king, or stone him

	 ✱	 or when his worldview was shaken by the news of 
the beheading of his cousin john the Baptist

	 ✱	 of paul trying to make sense of his damascus road 
experience

	 ✱	 of the desert mothers and fathers of early christian 
life, responding to the colonisation of their faith 
story by the roman empire

in this desert, the granite rock of Yilgarn craton has 
been around since long before the dinosaurs walked the 
earth. the wilderness is a place where we gain strength 
for our work. in the desert, we regain our sense of pur-
pose and the values that inform our ministry.

the spiritual traditions were forged in these experiences 
in the desert. traditions are containers for the spiritual 
water of life in the desert sands. consider the underlying 
rock. Water gathers in the rock outcrops, and that is where 
we find life in the desert. the Yilgarn craton is a mas-
sive granite block that undergirds a large part of Western 
Australia. to move from rock to rock requires traversing 
the sand plain in between. eager prospectors dubbed the 
difficult sand-plain cart trip eastward from Koorarawalyee 
to the next rock at Boorabbin “the devil’s Grip” in the 
1890s. cart wheels bogged down in the sand, and horses 
slipped in the sand and threw shoes. the trip was made 
worse by swarms of flies, parching thirst, heat exhaustion, 
and lack of shade trees; the trip was experienced as satanic. 

Yet we are connected to the source of all living in this 
environment. We can stand on a rock and imagine we are 
an island, until we remember that this rock is connected 
to all the other rocks across this country, underground. 
the emergent rock in this land can be a symbol of God’s 
emergent presence in our lives. daily liturgy and read-
ings from scripture and our traditions forge a framework 
within which to make sense of the interface between the 
desert experience and the life issues of the retreatant. 

returning to daily living
How people return to their daily living influences their 

experience of their time of the desert’s spiritual direction. 
just as mountaintops are places to come down from, the 
desert is a place from which to return home. How we 
make the journey is important to the effect the desert can 
have on our lives.

forming and living in community in the base camp in the 
wilderness, praying together and sharing stories about how 
we have lived and how to live well, reinforces each person’s 
apprehension of Holy Mystery and grounds all of life in 
attentiveness to God’s abiding presence. As did jesus, people 
who experience this effect return to the desert regularly to 
refuel their spirit life and receive resources for the following 
twelve months. this returning has passed to the next genera-
tion now, so the desert wisdom has been passed on.

Because the wilderness is free of our human constructs, 
it enables a return to the essentials of living as living is 
intended to be. people can return to their daily lives with 
new freedom to move, new ways of seeing their life, with 
bread for the journey, water for their thirst, new ways 
to hear God’s call to them. they return home with new 
tools in life’s dilly bag.

the desert provides a presence
in all these aspects of spiritual direction, the desert 

provides a presence. Because of the harsh environment of 
the desert, much of life is lived underground, as much of 
our life is lived in our un-conscious. in the gift of spiri-
tual direction, access can be made to this resource. the 
desert manifests this aspect of spiritual direction for us. A 
toadstool, the fruiting body of the mycelium that holds 
the desert sands together and returns the organic matter 
to the earth, will never see the light of day; it remains 
underground, in the moist environment that it needs for 
life, like much of our own lives. Yet this underground 
presence is essential to release nutrients from the earth’s 
minerals to feed the life above ground.

this presence of the desert also releases sustenance and 
allows the person dwelling within it to get on with the 
meaning and purpose of living. people who have expe-
rienced the desert as their spiritual director report that 
they return from their experience refreshed in their sense 
of self, community, environment, and God. retreatants 
in the desert return committed to live with new insights, 
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decisions, and understandings amidst the thunderous 
noise of mimetic desire.

As you read of this experience, you too may be inspired 
to offer yourselves now to the God who finds us in the 
desert. We will use the words of another of elizabeth 
smith’s prayers inspired by her retreat in the wilderness.

A Prayer of Self-Offering
in this dry landscape,
i offer you, lord jesus,
the parched places of my life,
drained dry by others,
or long untended by my own wrong choices,
crusted with bitterness,
cracked by despair,
brittle and shrivelled,
bearing no good fruit.
As drenching rain and softening showers
bring new life to the bush,
forgive me and heal me, i pray,
with the grace that flows from your cross.
in this rich landscape,
i offer you, lord jesus,
the secret treasures of my life,
denied by others,
or dismissed by my own self-doubt,
dusty with neglect,
dormant or unnoticed,
packed with potential,
seeds of awakening life.
As ash after fire
nourishes the green shoots of regeneration,
give me the power of your resurrection, i pray,
with the spirit you breathe on your friends.

note
i am grateful for the enthusiasm and honest reflec-

tions of the 130 people whom i asked for responses to 
the question, “How is the desert your spiritual director?” 
during the six months of retreats at Koora retreat centre, 
Boorabbin, Western Australia, from April to september 
2010. 

i would never have written anything without the 
thought-provoking, reflective conversations i have with 
my life partner, peter Harrison. 

i thank ian robinson for suggesting that we make a 
contribution to the inaugural national symposium for 
the Australian ecumenical council for spiritual direction 
from the unique position of living and working as spiri-
tual directors and retreat leaders in the wilderness. 

i thank elizabeth smith, priest of the Anglican diocese 
of perth and a liturgist and hymn writer, for her poetry 
and prayers.  ■

o Come, o Come

they say the transition at midlife
is something like a third birth:
the first from womb to light, the
second from child to might, and
now this one, not long before night.

My first i barely remember, except
for being scared—of pain, the hospital,
what she would look like, becoming 
a mother. A purple fruit she was, ripe 
just as harvest began, smelling of 
sweet clusters from sun-blessed vines.

the second did not catch me so 
unaware. she grew rapidly as the days 
grew short. scared no more, i paced the 
house, weight heavy upon me. cramps ate 
across my back. nights of heartburn marked 
an advent calendar of my own, until she 
slipped into the snowy stillness of solstice.

this third has gone so long i’m worn 
nearly passive, afraid heart and lungs 
will give out, too soon, not soon enough. 
A wrinkled monster she must be now, 
swimming in dark waters oblivious 
to the midwife’s due date, awaiting the call 
from one she will recognize. i pound my 
belly, kick furniture, weep.  ■

susan yanos


