
Celebration of Discipline:  Solitude 

“Without solitude it is virtually impossible to lead a  

spiritual life.”     -- Henri Nouwen 
 
Solitude is a state of mind and heart that can be practiced in many ways, even in the middle of a busy schedule.  Inward 

solitude produces a freedom to be alone, not in order to escape people, but to hear the divine Whisper from God better.  

Under the Discipline of silence and solitude, we learn when to speak and when to refrain from speaking.  And in solitude, 

we are freed from our bondage to people and our inner compulsions, which frees us to love God and have compassion 

for others. 

Misconceptions 
 Solitude doesn’t mean a rejection of community.  A look at Jesus’ ministry reveals that He had a balance of time 

with his inner circle of friends, disciples, and followers as well as time spent intentionally sequestered from 

people to seek His Father.   

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns, “Let him who cannot be alone beware of community….Let him who is not in 

community beware of being alone….”  Both solitude and community must be balanced. 

 Solitude doesn’t recharge our batteries so we can re-enter the “rat race” with renewed energy.  The Discipline of 

Solitude teaches us to ignore the struggle altogether and re-orient us to God’s agenda for us and the world. 

 Solitude isn’t about merely being alone.  It is also about being silent with a listening heart.  

Characteristics of Solitude 
 To enter solitude, we must disregard what others think of us and give up our right/need to justify ourselves to 

others.  The less we are bound by others’ expectations, the more we are open to God’s expectations. 

 Feelings of helplessness frequently accompany silence, because silence is intimately related to trust. 

 The Discipline of Solitude often leads to the “dark night of the soul” – which may involve a sense of dryness, 

aloneness, and even lostness.  Any over-dependence on the emotional life, our senses, or even our rational 

capacities is stripped away.  The purpose is not to punish or afflict us.  It is a divine appointment, a privileged 

opportunity to draw closer to the mystery, love and grace of God. 

 The “dark night” usually follows a period of initial success with the Discipline of Solitude.  It may make us want 

to abandon the Discipline altogether.  We may feel like we can’t get through to God, that our minds feel dull, 

and our wills feel numb.  This silencing of every physical, emotional, psychological and even spiritual sense puts 

us in a kind of suspended animation, which allows God to do major surgery in our souls.   

 While we might want to resist or fear this “dark night,” it is a sign that the God who pursues us is creating the 

space in our hearts for Him to dwell by evacuating our hearts’ former inhabitants. 

Some Ideas for Practicing Solitude 
 Look for “little solitudes” among the ordinary experiences of your week, such as a sudden glimpse of beauty, a 

moment of quiet as you ride in the car, a sense of peace that you can cultivate when others seem frantic.  What 

difference does noticing and enjoying these moments make to your day? 

 Identify a quiet place inside or outside your home and some time there in silence this week.  Focus on the 

fruitfulness of silence. 

 Spend a day, or a part of a day, without words (spoken or written). 

 Be on the lookout for any longings for solitude that you experience this week.  What prompted them?  


