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Abstract

This study, situated within the field of comparative religious studies, examines the
phenomenon of sacred space and the experience of monastic isolation in Eastern
Christian monasticism through a comparative analysis of three of its most renowned
monastic communities: Mar Saba Monastery in the Judean Desert of Palestine, Mar
Mattai Monastery on Mount Alfaf northeast of Mosul, and Rabban Hormizd
Monastery near Algosh. The research seeks to uncover the shared ascetic structure
underlying three distinct monastic traditions — the Palestinian Byzantine, the Syriac
Orthodox, and the East Syriac Chaldean — while documenting the distinctions
arising from differences in geographical environment, language, and ecclesiastical
affiliation. The study adopts a methodology that combines comparative historical
analysis with the phenomenology of religion, while strictly adhering to the principles
of methodological neutrality (epoché) required by the academic study of religion; it
therefore presents the beliefs and practices of Eastern Christian communities in a
descriptive-analytical mode, without endorsing or rejecting their doctrinal content.
The research concludes that place, as perceived by those engaged in the monastic
experience, constitutes a constitutive element of their religious experience within
their own consciousness: the desert generates, in their perception, a horizontal
isolation that evokes the resonances of their biblical narratives; the mountain
produces a vertical isolation symbolizing spiritual ascent; and the rocky cave
engenders an interior isolation that invokes the dual symbolism of womb and tomb —
all sharing a unified ascetic function at their core. The study further highlights the
role of these three monasteries as centers for preserving collective memory,
producing religious and linguistic knowledge, and shaping the identity of Eastern
Christian communities across the centuries.
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