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SOLITUDE  
Creating Space for God  
Excerpt from Sacred Rhythms by Ruth Haley Barton 

The soul is like a wild animal—tough, resilient, resourceful, savvy, self-sufficient. It knows how to survive in hard 
places. But it is also shy. Just like a wild animal, it seeks safety in the dense underbrush. If we want to see a wild 
animal, we know that the last thing we should do is go crashing through the woods yelling for it to come out. 

But if we will walk quietly into the woods, sit patiently by the base of the tree, and fade into our surroundings, the 
wild animal we seek might put in an appearance. 

PARKER PALMER, A HIDDEN WHOLENESS 

 
I will never forget my first experience with extended solitude. It was a field trip, of sorts, that  
was part of a seminary class on spiritual formation in which we were exploring different elements of 
the spiritual life. As a conclusion to the class, we went on retreat together in order to experience an 
extended time in solitude. While I had been practicing shorter times of solitude in the context of normal 
life, this was the first time anyone had invited me to unplug completely and enter into a whole day of 
solitude. Our class had been instructed to gather at a nearby retreat center, where we would spend the 
day on retreat under the guidance of our beloved professor. 

The morning was wonderful but in some ways very similar to what I had already been experiencing; 
however, when lunchtime came, something new began to take shape. We were told that we would eat 
lunch in silence so as not to interrupt our attention to God by being drawn into social interaction. Our 
host guided us to a beautiful dining room with windows on three sides looking out over the grounds 
of the retreat center and the woods beyond. A hot lunch had been prepared, and the chairs were set up 
facing the windows so that each person could look to the outside while we were eating. As we entered 
the dining room in silence, it was as if something broke open inside of me. I was caught completely off 
guard. Tears started sneaking down my face, and I stood sniffling with no Kleenex in sight, wondering 
what in the world was happening to me! 

The first feeling I could identify was the sheer relief of knowing that I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone 
or do anything or serve anyone during this lunch. For once, my place with God in solitude was being 
honored— not managed or directed or interpreted by a pastor or a Bible study leader or anyone else 
who thought they knew what I needed. For once, I wasn’t going to have to force myself into someone 
else’s prefabricated plan for my spiritual enrichment. I was so glad we had been instructed not to talk, 
because this meant no one could intrude by asking me what was wrong and trying to “help.” I needed 
to be alone with what was happening inside. Because I had space to feel what I was feeling, I could 
begin acknowledging truth that I had not known how to name before. 

All of a sudden I was awake and alert to a level of overstimulation and exhaustion that I had come to 
associate with normal Christian living. As I let my emotions flow without censoring them or trying to 
talk myself out of them, I could feel the weight of Christian expectations that I had been carrying around 
unawares. There were the expectations around being a godly spouse. There was the weight of 
expectation to be a good parent (my children were eleven, nine and five at the time) and trying to 
balance that with the weight of my professional life. There was the seriousness with which my husband 
and I took our responsibilities as church members and as a churchgoing family and all the busyness 
that went along with that. There was the book I had just finished that had drained me of every last 
meaningful word I could think of. There were all of my attempts to be a good neighbor, to be a good 
Christian, to be a good everything. 
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These had worn me down so completely that here I was, overwhelmed with emotion at the simplest 
gift—someone fixing me a meal and allowing me the freedom to sit in silence with God while I ate it. 
Nothing to do. Nothing to say. No social interaction to try to figure out. How, I wondered, had my life 
in Christ gotten reduced to so much busyness, so many words, such weighty expectations? How had I 
gotten this far in the spiritual life without anyone ever having told me that it was OK to stop talking 
and stop doing and just be in God’s presence? What was I to do with the pent-up longing and frustration 
that was now expressing itself in these unexpected tears? 

For yet another reason it was a good thing we were not allowed to talk to each other: it would have 
been so easy to run away into conversation or to look someplace outside myself for answers. Instead, I 
had to snuffle my way through lunch and stay present to God, who was my mealtime companion. I 
had to stay with my longings in his presence and get honest about the ways my life as I was living it was 
not congruent with my heart’s deepest desires. This was a stunning realization; after all, I had made 
most of my own life choices. How had I ended up here? Lord have mercy. What was one to do with such 
longing and depth of feeling? 

SOLITUDE: A PLACE FOR DESIRE 

Most of us are not very good at sitting with longing and desire—our own or someone else’s. It feels 
tender. It feels vulnerable. It feels out of control. It is a place where one human being cannot fix or fill 
another, nor can we fix or fill ourselves. It is a place where only God will do.  

The longing for solitude is the longing for God. It is the longing to experience union with God 
unmediated by the ways we typically try to relate to God. By “unmediated” I mean a direct experience 
of God with nothing in between: an encounter with God that is not mediated by words, by theological 
constructs, by religious activity, by my own or other’s manipulations of my relationship with God. It is 
the practice that spiritual seekers down through the ages have used to experience intimacy with God 
rather than just talking about it. 

Solitude is a place. It is a place in time that is set apart for God and God alone, a time when we unplug 
and withdraw from the noise of interpersonal interactions, from the noise, busyness and constant 
stimulation associated with life in the company of others. Solitude can also be associated with a physical 
place that has been set apart for times alone with God, a place that is not cluttered with work, noise, 
technology, other relationships, or any of those things that call us back into doing mode. Most 
important, solitude is a place inside myself where God’s Spirit and my spirit dwell together in union. 
This place within me is private and reserved for the intimacies that God and I share. What happens 
between the two of us in that place is not meant for public consumption. It is a place where I can give 
myself with abandon to the Lover of my soul, knowing that I am completely safe from anyone else’s 
curious gaze or judgmental glance. 

Silence deepens our experience of solitude, because in silence we choose to unplug not only from the 
constant stimulation of life in the company of others but also from our own addiction to noise, words 
and activity. It creates a space for listening to the knowings that go beyond words, and feeling no 
pressure at all to put the depths of the human soul into words. We enter into solitude and silence on 
the basis of our desire for God, and it becomes a place for being with our desire in God’s presence. Even 
if we also experience some resistance (which is quite normal, especially in the beginning), when the 
desire is deep enough to overcome our resistance, we are on our way. The most essential question in 
solitude is How have I been wanting to be with God, and how has God been wanting to be with me? 

A PLACE FOR THE SOUL TO COME OUT 

The longing for solitude is also the longing to find ourselves, to be in touch with what is most real 
within us, that which is more solid and enduring than what defines us externally. This is our soul, that 
place at the very center of our being that is known by God, that is grounded in God and is one with 
God. 
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But it’s tricky to get the soul to come out, as Parker Palmer so eloquently acknowledges. We are not 
very safe for ourselves, because our internal experience involves continual critique and judgment, and 
the tender soul does not want to risk it. Unfortunately, a lot of our religious activity is very noisy as 
well; oftentimes we’re just an organized group of people crashing through the woods together, making 
so much noise that there’s not a soul in sight. 

There are very few places where the soul is truly safe, where the knowing, the questions, the longings 
of the soul are welcomed, received and listened to rather than evaluated, judged or beaten out of us. 
The experience I recounted earlier was a time when my soul “came out” and told me things that it had 
been impossible to know while I was crashing so noisily through the woods of my life. I imagine my 
soul crouching under a leafy bush, shaking its head, saying, “I just cannot talk to her when she’s like 
this!” It took a half a day in solitude followed by a silent lunch for me to get anywhere near quiet enough 
on the inside to know what was really going on. Then when I did figure out what was going on, it took 
more time in solitude to invite God into that place to help me, rather than allowing others to rush in or 
allowing myself to rush out. 

It reminds me of a story about a priest who observed a woman sitting in the empty church with her 
head in her hands. An hour passed, then two. She was still there. Judging her to be a soul in distress 
and eager to be of assistance, at last the priest approached the woman and said, “Is there any way I can 
be of help?” 

“No thank you, Father,” she said, “I’ve been getting all the help I need until you interrupted!” 

In solitude we allow God to help us. Thank goodness solitude was the discipline of that day, because it 
kept all of us from rushing in and interrupting the work of God in each other’s lives. 

 

UNPLUGGING AND LISTENING 

It is not easy to create this kind of space for attention to the deeper dynamics of the soul in God’s 
presence. There is nothing in Western culture or even in our religious subculture to support us in 
entering into these times for “unproductive” being rather than frenetic doing. A decade or so ago, when 
our society was on the cusp of many technological breakthroughs that we now take for granted, there 
was much editorializing about the hope that we could look forward to four-day work weeks and still 
get the same amount done. That has not happened. In fact, the drivenness of our pace of life has become 
even more pronounced; rather than working five nine-to-five days a week, we find that technology has 
made it more difficult to have any boundaries around our working life. Since we can access voicemail, 
e-mail and the Internet from anywhere, many of us work six or seven days a week. Technology was 
supposed to help us lead saner lives, but instead it has led us to expect more of ourselves and try to 
cram more in. 

One of the new challenges for our generation is the impact of technology on our spirituality. This 
warrants serious consideration. If we are not careful, technology has a way of compromising our ability 
to be present to ourselves, to God and to each other—all of which are fundamental elements of the 
spiritual life. I don’t know about you, but I am sad when I have set aside time to be with friends and, 
because a cell phone is left on, we are at the mercy of all manner of intrusion. We think nothing of 
taking phone calls in the middle of meetings, restaurants and family gatherings. I am disturbed by my 
own compulsion to check email late at night and first thing in the morning. When left unchecked, this 
lack of discipline imperceptibly robs me of rest in the evening and silent presence to God in the 
morning. I can become exhausted by the intrusion of the media and technology into every corner of my 
life, resulting in constant overstimulation of body, mind and emotions. All of this convenience wears 
me out! 
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Exhaustion sets in when we are too accessible too much of the time. A soul-numbing sadness comes 
when we realize that a certain quality of life and quality of presence is slipping away as a result of too 
much “convenience.” Breaks in the day that used to be small windows of replenishment for body and 
soul—like driving in a car, going for a walk, having lunch with a friend—are now filled with noise, 
interruption and multitasking. What feels like being available and accessible is really a boundaryless 
existence that offers no protection for those things that are most precious to us. 

While technology promises that we will be more connected and able to “reach out and touch someone” 
anytime we want, over time it results in a kind of fragmentation. Recently I was driving through our 
neighborhood on a spectacular spring day and noticed three people out on walks—one with a child, 
one walking a dog and one walking alone. The three had one thing in common: they were all on cell 
phones! It dawned on me that just a few short years ago, this would have been completely impossible: 
a walk outdoors would be at least one time when we could count on unplugging and being fully present 
in the moment. 

No wonder we feel disconnected from God: we are rarely able to give him our full attention in solitude 
and silence. Thoughtful reflection is constantly sabotaged by the intrusion of cell phones, pagers and e-
mail messages. No wonder our human relationships are so unsatisfying as they get reduced to snippets 
of interrupted, disembodied phone conversation. What feels like convenience is actually robbing us of 
those things we value most. We are left with bits and pieces of everything rather than experiencing the 
full substance of anything. 

It’s not that I am averse to technology; I too have a cell phone, an office phone, a home phone and an e-
mail address, and they are much needed. However, I am aware of longings that run much deeper than 
what technology can address. I am noticing that the more I fill my life with the convenience of 
technology, the emptier I become in the places of my deepest longing. I long for the beauty and 
substance of being in the presence of those I love, even though it is less convenient. I long for spacious, 
thoughtful conversation even though it is less efficient. I long to be connected with my authentic self, 
even though it means being inaccessible to others at times. I long to be one who waits and listens deeply 
for the still, small voice of God, even if it means I must unplug from technology in order to become 
quiet enough to hear. 

Constant noise, interruption and drivenness to be more productive cut us off from or at least interrupt 
the direct experience of God and other human beings, and this is more isolating than we realize. Because 
we are experiencing less meaningful human and divine connection, we are emptier relationally, and 
we try harder and harder to fill that loneliness with even more noise and stimulation. In so doing we 
lose touch with the quieter and more subtle experiences of God within. 

This is a vicious cycle indeed. 

Solitude is an opportunity to interrupt this cycle by turning off the noise and stimulation of our lives 
so that we can hear our loneliness and our longing calling us deeper into the only relationship that can 
satisfy our longing. 

GETTING IN TOUCH WITH WHAT’S TRUE ABOUT US 

Just recently I was able to schedule several days in solitude under the guidance of a spiritual director. 
It had been a long time since I had had any extended time in solitude, and I was spent. Travel and 
speaking, ministry and retreat leadership, writing deadlines and family responsibilities had snowballed 
to the point that life had become almost unmanageable, and my soul had paid a price. 

As I drove toward the retreat site and allowed myself to begin to settle into God’s presence, I was aware 
of deep unrest at the core of my being. There were private places of pain and disillusionment that I had 
been trying to shore up with inspirational pep talks that sounded an awful lot like someone else’s 
rhetoric rather than God’s word to me. Decisions were weighing on me, but I was so exhausted I didn’t 
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trust my own judgment. My ability to love and trust was worn so thin from the wear and tear of life 
that I feared I was becoming deformed rather than transformed. Spiritual longings were stirring 
powerfully within me, and I was exhausted from trying to manage such unwieldy forces. As I drove to 
the place of my retreat, I heard myself asking, “Is there any hope for me?” It was the first time I had 
ever wondered that about myself. 

I wept all the way through my first spiritual direction session. From one topic to another, each one 
brought a fresh wave of tears. Finally my spiritual director said, “Your soul is tired and battered. You 
can’t do anything until you rest, and it may take longer than you think.” Solitude had to be a place of 
rest for me before it could turn into anything else. 

This is the way it is for most of us. Most of us are more tired than we know at the soul level. We are 
teetering on the brink of dangerous exhaustion, and we really cannot do anything else until we have 
gotten some rest. The other disciplines described in this book and elsewhere are a wonderful 
smorgasbord of spiritual sustenance, but we really can’t engage any of them until solitude becomes a 
place of rest for us rather than another place for human striving and hard work. 

Jesus seemed to be highly attentive to this particular danger of the spiritual life, because early on in his 
ministry with his disciples, he began to teach them about the importance of unplugging from the 
demands of life in the company of others for the purpose of resting in God. In Mark 6:30, Jesus invites 
his disciples to “come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” This verse is often 
lifted out of context, which is fine because it is a simple, powerful imperative. But it is even more 
compelling when taken in context. 

If we go back to the beginning of Mark 6, we discover that Jesus had just commissioned the disciples 
for ministry and had given them the authority to cast out demons, preach the gospel and heal the sick. 
These were exciting times, but also times of great spiritual exertion and emotional complexity, for they 
had experienced a devastating loss: John the Baptist had been beheaded on the silliest of whims, and it 
had been their job to retrieve the body and bury it. It is hard to imagine the emotional toll of caring for 
the beheaded body of the one who had proclaimed the way of the Lord with such power and grace. 

In the midst of all this—the first flush of ministry success and also the grief of deep personal loss—the 
disciples crowd around Jesus and report on all they have done and taught. You can almost hear the 
kinds of things they might have said: 

• “You won’t believe it! We spoke to a demon that was holding someone in bondage and he 
left the person!” 

• “We preached the gospel and called for people to come forward and repent, and they all 
came forward!” 

• “There was this person who was crippled, and we anointed him with oil and he was cured! 
It’s unbelievable what’s happening out there!” 

But Jesus seems to have little time for their ministry reports. He is concerned about the bigger issue of 
how they will sustain their spiritual life rather than being distracted by outward successes. Without 
wasting any time at all, he invites them to experience solitude as a place of rest in God. 

Like us, they are surrounded by people who have needs, and it is no small thing to extricate themselves 
from the human morass that surrounds them. No sooner have they set their course and gotten into a 
boat to leave than the crowd sees what they are doing, takes off on foot and arrives ahead of them. The 
“deserted place” that Jesus was leading them to is no longer very solitary! 

Yet Jesus remains undeterred. He has compassion on the crowd because he sees how spiritually lost 
they are, and he does lead the disciples in meeting the people’s needs. He multiplies the meager five 
loaves and two fishes into a meal for five thousand men plus women and children— and in the process 



 6 

he also multiplies the disciples’ meager energies so that they can stay present and help. But before the 
miracle is even cleaned up, Jesus is back on mission and says to them, “I’ll finish up here. You go on 
ahead to that solitary place, because that is still what you need most” (see Mark 6:45). What is behind 
Jesus’ single-minded focus and intentionality around leading his disciples to a place of rest? 

LEARNING TO REST IN GOD 

Jesus knows how quickly our passions, even the most noble, can wear us out if we’re not careful. I think 
he also understands that the sources of our exhaustion are many and complex and often we are 
completely unaware of how they are taking their toll. There are the obvious sources of exhaustion like 
a heavy workload, many family responsibilities, busy seasons when extra activity crowds in, but there 
are more subtle sources of inner exhaustion as well. We might be functioning out of an inordinate sense 
of “ought and should,” burdened by unrealistic expectations about what it means to be a good 
Christian. Since we’re not always sure how to live with our humanness, we feel guilty when we are 
tired, ill or grieving and try to shove it down rather than attend to it. But it takes energy to repress these 
aspects of our humanness, and eventually the effort itself wears us out.  

We might have few or no boundaries on our work or availability to others and be driven by the feeling 
that we should be doing more because there is always more to do. While our nonstop pace may be tied 
to genuine passion for what we do (as it was in the disciples’ case), we can reach a point where our 
genuine gifts and passions wear us out because we don’t know when to stop. 

There are darker possibilities as well. It could be that we are driven by a need to perform and feel that 
we are worthwhile only when we are achieving and doing. We find it hard to enter into solitude because 
it threatens our sense of who we are. Or unresolved tension and toxicity in some relationships may be 
very draining, but we don’t feel free to extricate ourselves from them. Thus we are carrying a great 
burden of unhealed wounds thinking that we should be able to handle it, when in reality it is draining 
our life energy day by day. 

When deeper levels of exhaustion set in, there is a slippage in our spiritual practices, because we do 
start to feel that we are beyond hope and we don’t have energy even for the disciplines and rhythms 
that are normally life giving for us. Over time, we fail to receive the natural replenishment that flows 
from a rhythm of meaningful spiritual practices, and we suffer inner drought. 

Jesus seeks to guide his disciples—then and now—into rhythms of solitude, community and ministry. 
In such a rhythm, solitude helps us stay attentive to the dynamics of spiritual exhaustion and attend to 
the deeper sources before they pull us under. One of the most important lessons I have learned over 
the past few years is how important it is to have time and space for being with what’s real in my life—
to celebrate the joys, grieve the losses, shed my tears, sit with the questions, feel my anger, attend to my 
loneliness. This “being with what is” is not the same thing as problem solving or fixing, because not 
everything can be fixed or solved. Rather, it means allowing God to be with me in that place and waiting 
for him to do what was needed. In silence my soul waits for you and you alone, O God. From you alone comes 
my salvation. 

When we don’t attend to our vulnerabilities and instead try to repress it all and keep soldiering on, we 
get weary from holding it in. Eventually it leaks out in ways that are damaging to us and to others. 

Another reason we are so tired is that we are always working hard to figure things out rather than 
learning how to cease striving, how to be with what is true in God’s presence and let God be God in the 
most intimate places of our life—which is, in the end, the only thing that will change anything. We’re 
busy trying to make stuff happen rather than waiting on God to make stuff happen. 

There are many Scripture texts that speak to the importance of waiting for God’s action and initiative; 
one of my favorites is a little verse in Exodus 14. The Israelites are literally backed into a corner: the Red 
Sea is in front of them and the Egyptians are gaining on them from behind, intent on taking them back 
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into captivity or destroying them. They are already complaining to Moses about the miserable failure 
their escape plan has turned out to be. Moses responds firmly, “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see 
the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you 
shall never see again. [And here is my favorite part.] The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to keep 
still” (Exodus 14:13-14). 

One of the fundamental purposes of solitude is to give us a concrete way of entering into such stillness, 
so that God can come in and do what only God can do. For the most part, I’m not sure we human beings 
are capable of being still and letting God fight for us without a discipline to help us do it. This is a very 
deep kind of rest indeed. 

WHAT I KNOW FOR SURE 

Not long ago, I wrote a book that chronicled my own journey into solitude and silence over the last 
fifteen years. The challenge of writing this chapter has been to do so without relying too much on what 
I have written before. It seems God has used this as an opportunity to push me to look deep into my 
current experience with solitude and has asked, “What do you know about it now? What can you say 
now that represents the truth of your current experience with this most significant Christian discipline?” 

What has come to me in response to God’s question is so 
startling that to write it feels almost like True 
Confessions, but here it is: The only time when I am not 
lonely and my longing for union is satisfied is when I am in 
solitude. In the world of people and things, I do 
sometimes experience moments that have a sense of 
completeness—moments of union with God and others 
and the world beyond—but most times these moments 
are fleeting and give only a taste of what my heart is 
longing for. The truth is, they often seem to exacerbate 
longings that I now know will never be completely 
satisfied here on this earth. No matter how beautiful 
such moments are, they are often fraught with a painful 
awareness of human separateness even from those we 
love the most, and I am left trying to manage my unruly 
tendencies to cling and grasp, control and manipulate, 
fix and fill in order to numb the pain of that separateness. Such moments are tastes of eternity that make 
me long for more of eternity; oftentimes the longing is so painful that tears come. 

But in solitude there is rest from all of that, and for a time it is as if I come in touch with a deep current 
of truth that runs underneath everything else: All things have already been reconciled in Christ—even 
those people and things that seem broken beyond repair. In solitude I know that even those things that 
seem irreconcilable are somehow reconciled in Christ. Everything is already one through the person 
and work of Christ in the timelessness that is God. When I am in solitude, the presence of God is so real 
and so full that there is nothing else I want. The people I love are with me in God’s presence, beyond 
the surface choppiness of all the stresses that separate us as finite beings on this earth, and I am able to 
experience our ultimate togetherness in God. This experience is absolutely the only thing that fills the 
longing of my heart.  

When I reengage my life in community with others and live from that place of union with God, there is 
indeed a peace that passes understanding and transcends the longing. The longing is still there, but the 
longing is not ultimate. It is God who is ultimate, and all of us are in God. Maybe nothing in my external 
world has changed, but I have changed, and that is what the people around me need more than 
anything. I wish I could explain it better, but this is what I know. 

“The fact is there is nothing that we 
are doing that God could not raise up 
a stone in the field to do for him. The 
realization of this puts us in our true 
place. 
Though, lest we get too knocked down 
by such a realization of our 
insignificance, let me hasten to add 
that there is one thing that we alone 
can give God . . . and that is our 
personal love. No one else can give 
God our personal love. This is our 
great significance.” 
M. BASIL PENNINGTON, FINDING GRACE AT THE 
CENTER 
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PRACTICE 

Choose a place that feels comfortable and safe to you, a place that allows you to be open and available 
to God—a favorite chair at home, your own backyard if it is quiet, or even a nearby chapel if you have 
access to one. 

Settle into a comfortable position in your body and sit quietly for a few moments, breathing deeply, 
becoming aware of God’s presence with you and your desire to be present with God. 

Sit quietly at the base of the tree that is your life and begin to notice what is true about you these days. 
Don’t rush or try to make anything happen. Let 

your soul venture out and say something to you that perhaps you have had a hard time acknowledging: 
Is there a particular joy you are celebrating? A loss you are grieving? Are there tears that have been 
waiting to be shed? A question that is stirring? An emotion that needs expression. 

Sit with what comes into your awareness, becoming conscious of God’s presence with you in that 
awareness. Don’t try to do anything with what you are knowing except be with it. (In other words, 
don’t scare it away.) Feel the difference between trying to fix it and just being with it. Feel the difference 
between doing something with it and resting with it. Feel the difference between trying to fight it and 
letting God fight for you. What does it mean for you to be still and let God fight (or work) for you in this 
particular area? 

Practice this way of entering into solitude regularly until it becomes routine for you to begin your times 
in solitude by being quiet and letting your soul come out and then rest in God’s presence. You will 
likely be surprised at what your soul wants to say to God. 

There are many other ways of being with God in solitude which we will explore later, but for now take 
time to allow this ability to rest in God become the foundation of your times in solitude. 


