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ST. MOSES THE BLACK 

Desert Fathers Dispatch 
St. Moses: The Immediate Purpose of the Christian 

The goal of our profession is the kingdom of God.  Its immediate pur-

pose, however, is purity of heart, for without this we cannot reach our 

goal.  We should therefore always have this purpose in mind … 

St. Moses from St. John Cassian’s On the Holy Fathers of Sketis 

(Philokalia vol. I) 

For anyone that thinks that Moses the Black (aka the Ethiopian, Rob-

ber, Strong) is some mere lightweight that is lifted up by the Orthodox 

Church simply to help convert African-Americans, think again.  John 

Cassian ( aka the Roman) traveled to the deserts of Egypt in the early 

third century and spent time listening to this very dark skinned priest-

monk.  No doubt, Moses and other African monks that he met and 

learned from, influenced John Cassian to bring Christian monasticism 

to southern France and write books that were very influential in Ortho-

doxy, Roman Catholicism, and old school Anglican circles.  Stories of 

this former slave and gang leader who repented of his former life and 

became full of holy wisdom were circulated throughout the early Chris-

tian world.  In Eastern Orthodox Churches of any jurisdiction as well as 

Coptic and Ethiopian Churches of North-East Africa, it is not uncom-

mon to find icons of this revered desert dweller.  St. Moses the Black 

was no lightweight by any means! 

(continued page 2) 

 

 

Saint Moses the Black 

(aka, the Ethiopian, the 

Strong) was a former 

slave and gang leader in 

late 4th century Upper 

Egypt.  He converted  to 

Christianity and became 

one of the most              

influential of the African 

“Desert Fathers.”  He 

died in 407 AD at the 

hand of bandits.   

The Brotherhood named 

for him seeks to share the 

Orthodox Christian faith 

with African-Americans 

and others who are      

interested in the  history 

and spirituality of the 

early Christian faith. 



Our interior selves of who we truly are must be cleansed of the sins and vices that keep us from being in 

communion with God and our neighbor.  If we are not striving for this cleansing, we are blocking our 

path to salvation no matter what else we do.  

 

Our families and professions must be tended to.  But, there is no excuse 

for us not to retreat to our homes and rooms for prayer.  There are no 

reasons why we can’t read and study the Bible and the Christian wis-

dom of 2,000 years.  Love for others in all situations must be as natural 

to us as breathing to a point that like the sheep in the parable of the Last 

Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46) that we don’t even realize that we are 

doing good to Christ. 

“Getting your praise on,” indicates that it can be turned “off.”  No 

matter how good a “Holy Ghost Party” may be, it must come to 

an end when the worship service is over.  But, the pursuit of a 

pure heart is something that we must never stop.  In the words of 

St. Moses, “should it ever happen that for a short time our heart 

turns aside from the direct path, we must bring it back again at 

once… .”  This is why it is essential for Christians of all walks of 

life to develop a rule of prayer and spiritual reading daily and to 

squelch even those “not so bad” habits that can lead us into unde-

niable sins.  The process is not easy nor quick.  But unless we 

choose and make the effort for purity of heart, God will not grant 

it to us no matter how many praises we send up or candles we 

burn.  St. Moses, as the story goes, fought against his passions for 

14 years alone in the desert.  We in our modern age are surround-

ed temptations and forms of wickedness that the Desert Fathers 

wouldn’t have imagined were possible.  But, as our Lord has 

taught us, “… take heart; I have overcome the world (John 16:33) 

and “With man this is impossible.  But with God, all things are 

possible (Matthew 19:26). 

(John R. Gresham, Jr.) 

ANCIENT PRAYERS FOR 

TODAY 

LENTEN PRAYER OF 

ST. ISAAC THE SYRIAN 

O Lord and Master of my 

life, a spirit of idleness, de-

spondency, ambition, and 

idle talking give me not.  

But rather a spirit of kind-

ness, humility, patience, and 

love bestow upon me thy  

servant.  Yeah, O Lord 

King, grant me to see my 

failings and not condemn 

my brother, for blessed art 

thou unto the ages of ages. 

Amen 
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During his conversation with John Cassian, Moses revealed a gem of 

wisdom that we have a tendency to overlook in our modern Christian age 

of “Get Your Praise On” and “Holy Ghost Party Don’t Stop” catch 

phrases.  We cannot achieve our overall goal of entering the kingdom of 

God without having a pure heart.  Jesus Christ Himself says the same 

thing in the Beatitudes, Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 

God (Matthew 5:8).  Our interior selves of who we truly are must be 

cleansed of the sins and vices that keep us from being in communion 

with God and our neighbor.  If we are not striving for this cleansing, we 

are blocking our path to salvation no matter what else we do.  Praise, 

though a good thing, can be faked in worship services of all sorts and in 

all ways.  Being able to sound religious can be done with little ef-

fort.  Good deeds can be corrupted with ulterior motives (including self-

pride).  But, purity of heart takes effort in prayer, spiritual reading and 

study, and living the life.  Monks and nuns fled the world to dwell in 

caves or monastic communities.  They have been called to live in full 

concentration and devotion to prayer.  We who live in society are not 

exonerated from this purpose.   



A long time friend asked me, “John, were things this bad racially back 

when we were in high school?”  My reply was, “Yes.  Back then we 

didn’t have cell phone video and social media.”  We would all like to 

believe that after the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s, that we all 

made up and got along with each other.  On the surface, this happened 

in many ways.  But, the attitudes of division have not disappeared.  In-

deed, we have accepted some of these attitudes as the norm.  “That’s 

for white folks.”  “Those blacks always act like that.”  No doubt, we 

have all said and  thought worse. 

We Christians often talk about how prayer changes things.  So does 

exercise and a proper diet.  The problem is that we will devote our-

selves to being consistent in the latter two and settle for a “one and off” 

when it comes to the former one.  If we are to promote a healthy racial 

climate in ourselves (which is most important) and where we live, we 

need a regular program of coming before the presence of God.   

Praying an ode a day of the Canon of Racial Reconciliation is a good 

way to start the process of overcoming the divisions.  I do this as part 

of my morning rule and it helps to set the tone for the way I relate to 

people.  Others may choose to do this in the evening as a means to ex-

amine themselves.  Either way would be good.  And share this prayer 

with others.  It need not be a whole church full of folk.  Be mindful that 

if two or three are gathered in the name of Jesus Christ, He will be in 

their midst.  And if He is for us, who can be against us. 

FROM THE SCRIPTURES 

Enter by the narrow gate.; 

for wide is the gate and 

broad is the way that leads 

to destruction, and there are 

many who go in by it.  Be-

cause narrow is the  gate 

and difficult is the way 

which leads to life, and 

there are few who find it.  

Beware of false prophets, 

who come to you in sheep’s 

clothing, but inwardly they 

are ravenous wolves.  You 

will know them by their 

fruits.  Do men gather 

grapes from thorn bushes or 

figs from thistles?  Even so, 

every good tree bears good 

fruit, but a bad tree bears 

bad fruit.   

Matthew  7:13-17 
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PRAYERS FOR RACIAL RECONCILIATION: 

NOW MORE THAN EVER 

Dropping by the West 

Point, VA library to 

do homework or 

check our a book or 

two?  Tuesday eve-

nings, Feel free to 

drop into the commu-

nity room  for a Free 

cup of coffee and an 

introduction to       

Orthodox             

Christianity.  There 

will be icons on dis-

play and free   materi-

als available.  Brief 

prayers will be offered 

at 4:30 & 5:30 



FROM THE SAYINGS OF 

THE DESERT FATHERS 

A brother asked Abba    

Poemen, “What shall I do, 

for fornication and anger 

ware against me?”  The old 

man said, “In this connec-

tion David said:  ’I will 

pierce the lion and slay the 

bear;’ (I Sam. 17:35); that is 

to say:  I will cut off anger 

and I will crush fornication 

with hard labor.”   

“Everything that goes to  

excess comes from the   

demons.” 

One of my former pastors said in a sermon, “Much prayer = 

much power.  Some prayer = some power.  Little prayer = little 

power.  No prayer = no power.”  I know that I have used the 

same slogan from the pulpit myself.  The question is; how does 

one pray much with so many distractions?  Sure, I was told and 

taught that people should pray whatever is on their heart and 

mind.  But, what if my heart and mind is on something selfish or 

vengeful?  Shouldn’t there be a pattern or “rule” of being in the 

presence of God that directs me to holiness and that I can use at 

different times throughout the day?   

The Bible teaches us to bring our request and supplications to 

God whenever we need Him  Early Christians also  made a point 

to keep regular times of prayer, known as the Hours to remain in 

his presence on a regular basis.   Evening was the start of the day.  

So, they prayed about 6 pm (Vespers) in self-examination and 

repentance.  Early morning prayers (Orthros/Matins) symbol-

ized the resurrection of our Lord.  For those who like their 10 am 

coffee break, the Holy Spirit descended on the Apostles about the 

third hour (9 am).  Jesus was nailed to the cross at the 6th hour 

and gave up His spirit at the 9th hours.   Keep these themes in 

mind  as you pray at the Hours.   

FINDING AN ORTHODOX CHURCH 

WHY ORTHODOXY?  HOURS OF PRAYER 

It is said that the Orthodox Church is the best kept secret in America.  

One reason for this secret is trying to find a parish.  Though we are the  

oldest and second largest body of Christians in the world, Orthodoxy 

makes up about 1% of the population in the United States.  For those 

who are willing to take a “Sunday drive,”  here are a few Orthodox par-

ishes (some services are in English and Greek).  For a complete list of 

Orthodox Churches in Virginia, please visit desertfathersdispatch.org: 

St. Andrews                             Ashland                          English 
St. Basil                                    Hampton                        English 
St. Constantine & Helen       Newport News               English/Greek 
St. Constantine & Helen       Richmond                       English/Greek 
St. Cyprian                               Richmond                      English  
Holy Myrrh bearers               Harrisonburg                English 
St. Innocent                             Roanoke                         English     
St. Nicholas                             Charlottesville               English 

St. Nicholas                             VA Beach                        English/Greek 
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“It’s later than you think.  Hasten, therefore, to do the work of God.”      

Fr. Seraphim Rose 

http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=ARSENIUS+ORTHODOX+ICON&view=detailv2&&id=538816445E86DB5689DEABD3955AD963C8E53B9F&selectedIndex=14&ccid=LsNpthxA&simid=608009173784136786&thid=OIP.M2ec369b61c403ae33dcda090aa40d416o0


My people fail for lack of knowledge  ——Hosea 4:6 

We Orthodox Christians refer to the Virgin Mary as the           

Theotokos, “she who bore God.”  Obviously, she is not one of the 

three persons of the Holy Trinity; the Father, Son, and Holy   

Spirit.  However, God clearly blessed her among all women to 

give birth to Jesus as we see in Luke chapter 1.  In John’s Gospel, 

we know that Jesus is the Word that became flesh, was with God 

and was God.  So, when we say she gave birth to God, we are    

certainly not saying that she gave birth to God the Father.  That 

is impossible as He is the source of al things.  Nor is she the 

mother of God the Holy Spirit as the Spirit proceeds from the 

Father.   But, Mary did give birth to God the Son, Jesus Christ.  

As she  His mother, we give her honor as written in the scrip-

tures,  “All generations will call me blessed” (Luke 1:48) 

 

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 

Benedicta Ward (translator), Cis-

terian Publications,  Kalamazoo 

MI, 1975 

Malcolm X mentioned the Desert 

Fathers as the founders of     

Christianity.  Yet, too many 

American Christians chase after 

T.D. Jakes or Joel Osteen for a 

feel good philosophy.  To go deep 

into the faith, it is necessary to  

renounce the ways of the world 

and grow closer to God. 

After Emperor Constantine      

legalized Christianity, too many 

people were joining the Church 

for very shallow reasons.  A core 

of men (and women) chose to live 

in the deserts of Egypt where they 

could concentrate on repentance 

and prayer.  As lone hermits and 

in small communities, their spir-

itual light was too bright to be 

contained.  The Desert Fathers 

such as Anthony, Moses, Poemen, 

and Theodora, influenced the  

early Church from Ethiopia to 

Ireland to Siberia.   

Unlike our  modern “flavor of the 

month” Christian writers, these 

desert dwellers weren’t trying to 

get rich and famous.  Often they 

would give “a word” of a few    

sentences that helped people find 

the will of God.  This timeless     

Christian wisdom is available and 

relevant to us today.   

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 

is frequently read privately during 

fasting periods and a part of 

morning and evening devotions.  

It can be ordered online, or     

contact John Gresham 

(johnarejr@yahoo.com, 804-843-

2067) for a copy.   

ABOUT THE VIRGIN MARY (THEOTOKOS) 

ON THE BOOKSHELF 
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Kursk Root Theotokos 

Russian Orthodox Church 



 

SAINTS OF JANUARY & FEBURARY 

January begins with the Feast of the Nativity (December 25th /January 

6th) and Theophany (January 6th/18th).  Some of  The Great saints 

such as Anthony, Athanasius, Basil, and Macarius are honored this 

month as well.  While not one of the Desert Fathers, Basil of Cappado-

cia (1st/13th) held them in high regard and was extremely instrumental 

in defining the role of the Holy Spirit in Christian theology.  Anthony  of 

Egypt (17th/29th) is honored as the father of Christian monasticism.  

Athanasius (18th/30th) defended the true faith in the First Ecumenical 

Council as a deacon and created the list of books that would become the 

New Testament as Bishop of Alexandria.  Some of the most beloved 

prayers in many Orthodox prayer books are attributed to Macarius the 

Great (19th/31st).   

Old and new calendar Orthodox jurisdictions will come together as one 

in February as we prepare our hearts and minds for the Great Lenten 

Fast.  Sunday, 5th is the Publican and Pharisee, the 12th is the Prodigal 

Son, Judgment (Meatfare) is the 12th, and Forgiveness (Cheesefare) is 

the  26th.  Blessings to all in the Fast that begins on February 27th and 

ends on Holy Pascha (Easter), April 16th. 

Mailing Address Line 1 

Mailing Address Line 2 

Mailing Address Line 3 

Mailing Address Line 4 

Mailing Address Line 5 

PLEASE  

PLACE  

STAMP  

HERE 

Virginia Chapter of the 

Brotherhood of St. Moses the Black 

John Gresham, President &  Editor 

3360 Chelsea Road 

West Point, VA  23181 

804-514-2563 

johnarejr@yahoo.com 

Brotherhood of                      
St. Moses the Black:                                  
mosestheblack.org/ 

Virginia Chapter/
Brotherhood of St. Moses:  
desertfathersdispatch.org/ 
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