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on solitude
Robert Steiner

scripture reading: Psalm 102:6-7
preacher: Robert Steiner

Blaise Pacal: “All our miseries 
derive from not being able to sit 
in a quiet room alone.”

unique but alone 

In reflecting on our human 
existence Henri Nouwen is right 
to point out that as human 
beings we are all alone. The 
reason for our aloneness is our 
uniqueness:  “No other person 
will completely feel like we do, 
think like we do, act like we do.” 
In other words, our aloneness is 
simply the other side of our 
uniqueness. And in that sense 
aloneness is not something we 
choose, but is always there, a 
constant companion. The 
fundamental question though is 
if we let our aloneness become 
loneliness or if we allow it to lead 
us into solitude, a place where 
our restless hearts are able to 

find rest in a love that enfolds us 
and helps to overcome all our 
fears. 
 
From a distance it is difficult to 
tell if someone is enjoying a 
moment of solitude or is rather 
troubled by loneliness. You can 
be all alone in a desert-like 
landscape and yet not feel lonely, 
but at peace. And you can find 
yourself in the midst of a crowd 
of strangers or even friends and 
experience a profound sense of 
loneliness, of not belonging. 

In a recent talk on dementia 
caregivers and visitors were 
warned to let their perspective 
determine what a patient might 
be going through. As “outsiders” 
we might experience their 
situation as one of loneliness and 
isolation, meanwhile they might 
very well be at peace and at 
home with themselves as long as 
they feel loved and cared for. 
This is not to minimize their 

suffering. But with it comes the 
challenge for those caring for 
them to work through their own 
anxieties of a certain 
helplessness and 
powerlessness. 

loneliness

Psalm 102:6-7:  “I am like a 
pelican of the wilderness: I am 
like an owl of the desert. I watch, 
and am as a sparrow alone upon 
the housetop.“  

It is only when we are alone with 
ourselves, when we consciously 
contemplate our aloneness, that 
we can take stock of what 
moves and drives us at the 
moment: Is our busyness a way 
of distracting ourselves, of 
avoiding a sense of restlessness 
and emptiness? Or are our daily 
routines and appointments 
sourced by a greater peace and 
a sense of fulfillment and 
direction.
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This becomes especially 
relevant at night, when in 
the silence and aloneness 
of the dark all kinds of 
voices from the past and 
present come to visit us. 
It shouldn't surpise us 
that in many of the 
Psalms we have more 
than one person 
speaking. The one who 
prays hears both the 
mockings of his enemies 
and the encouragements 
of his friends. And then 
again he hears God 
interrupting him or her 
with unexpected 
cadences of grace 
echoing  the big 
movements from oppression to 
liberation, from exile to 
homecoming, and from sin to 
forgiveness. Israel's deep 
memories evoke an abundance 
of hope. The psalmists are able 
to tap into this reservoir of life-
giving memories and stories, to 
activate them when faced with 
loneliness and despair. 

In the verses 6 and 7 from 
Psalm 102 the psalmist 
compares herself to a pelican in 
the wilderness, an owl in the 
desert, and a sparrow on the 
roof. Those images give 
expression to her momentary 
experience of profound 
loneliness. There is a 
formfulness to grief which calls 
forth healing. Carefully crafted 
words and poetic imaginging 
help to resist the terror of 
silence or of being silenced. 

But the threat of silence and 
aloneness does not encounter 
us only when faced with 

personal tragedy and when 
struggling to fall asleep at 
night. I heard from a 
professional swimmer that for 
some being in and under the 
water for hours every day poses 
a real mental challenge. Some 
cannot bear it in the end and 
have to interrupt or even give 
up their swimming career.  I 
have met many inmates at 
Pollsmoor prison who prefer to 
be in an overcrowded cell than 
being in a single cell for 23 
hours a day. It is already very 
hard to be confined and locked 
up. It is even harder to be so by 
oneself. 

Henri Nouwen reflects on his 
experience of being confined to 
a small room, possibly during a 
retreat. For him it was a 
conscious choice to be in that 
“cell". For some of my guitar 
students at Pollsmoor prison  it 
is not a choice, but rather a 
punishment. Eeither way it 
involves a confrontation with 
what Nouwen describes as “a 

nothingness so dreadful 
that everything in me 
wants to run to my 
friends, my work, and my 
distractions so that I can 
forget my nothingness 
and make myself believe 
that I am worth 
something. The task is to 
persevere ... to stay in my 
cell until all my seductive 
visitors get tired of 
pounding on my door and 
leave me alone.” Such 
confrontation is seen to 
force us into a place of 
unconditional surrender 
to God, which marks the 
threshold into an 
experience of solitude.

Jesus’ night in the garden of 
Gethsemane is a good example 
for such an experience of 
nothingness. Jesus asked his 
friends to watch and pray with 
him. But they fell asleep and left 
him alone, not realizing the 
significance of this dark night of 
betrayal. Jesus’ isolation and 
despair culminates later in his 
cry from the cross: “My God, 
my God, why have you 
forsaken me?” It is less a 
moment of surrender than a 
moment of capitulation. Only in 
the Gospel of Luke does Jesus 
end his life with a word of 
surrender from Psalm 31: “Into 
your hands I commit my spirit.” 
This serves as a warning to 
those who insist on our spiritual 
journeys having to have a 
perfect ending. From a distance 
it is difficult to tell if someone is 
fighting loneliness or 
surrendering to solitude. Even 
the words from the cross 
remain ambiguous.
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solitude

Gospel of Thomas, Logion 75: 
“Jesus said: There are many 
standing at the door, but it is 
the solitary who will enter the 
bridal chamber.” 

The saying from the Gospel of 
Thomas highlights an important 
aspect of our faith. It often 
comes to the front when faced 
with the reality of death. Not 
only will we be robbed of 
everything we have, but we will 
ultimately also have to face the 
transition from life to death by 
ourselves. At some stage we 
have to let go and trust that 
someone else will receive and 
welcome us on the other side. 
But logion 75 should not be 
limited to the experience of 
dying. It is true for so many 
kairos moments in our lives, 
where we have to make an 
important decision without the 
support of friends or 
colleagues. To stand up for 
what is right might isolate us. 
And the door to life is narrow, 
as Jesus points us. We have to 
go through it alone. It is so 
much easier to hide inside or 
behind a group of people and 
not take personal responsibility. 
It is so much easier to simply 
follow instead of leading. The 
temptation to conform to what 
everyone else is doing is real 
and calls for people who are not 
afraid to be alone. Blaise Pacal 
is right when he maintains: “All 
our miseries derive from not 
being able to sit in a quiet room 
alone.”

Facing our nothingness and 
assuming responsibility for our 

lives marks the 
surrender that leads 
us from loneliness 
to soltitude.  It 
involves a letting go, 
the crossing of a 
threshold, a "falling 
upward” (Richard 
Rohr). But such 
letting go and falling 
can only happen, 
when we know that 
there is “a cushion 
to fall into, to hold 
you, to name you, 
to ground you”  as 
Richard Rohr so 
beautifully 
formulates. In other 
words, in order to open up and 
make ourselves vulnerable, we 
need to be sure that we are met 
my empathy and love, and not 
by judgementalism and 
condemnation. In order to show 
our wounds, we need to be 
sure that we can expect 
healing. In order to face up to 
our shortcoming, we need to 
know that there is forgiveness 
and the gift of a new beginning. 
We have to be able to trust that 
in between space. Only then will 
we be able to transform our 
deserts into gardens. Such turn 
involves a “movement from the 
restless senses to the restful 
spirit, from the outward-
reaching cravings to the inward-
reaching search, from the fearful 
clinging to the fearless 
play.” (Henri Nouwen)  

Jesus sought places of 
alonness and experienced such 
solitutde. But those places were 
contested and had to be fought 
for. The beginning of his ministry 
took him into the desert for 40 

days. Each temptations, 
according to Henri Nouwen, 
challenged him to resist being 
powerful, spectacular, or 
relevant. He learnt that being 
was more important than 
having and that our worth 
cannot be reduced to the 
results of our efforts. There 
must be something greater to 
fall into. Again and again 
throughout his ministry we hear 
about how Jesus sought places 
of alonness in order to 
experience the solitude of 
God's comforting presence. 

According to Meister Eckhart 
solitude can take us to that 
inner sanctuary that is always 
waiting for us: It is the place in 
our soul that neither time or 
space can touch. It is the place 
where you have never been 
wounded, a place of 
seamlessness, confidence and 
tranquility.  
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community

But our journey does not end 
with solitude. Rather, 
experiences of solitude open us 
up to appreciate and nurture 
places of genuine communion 
and community. Henri Nouwen 
was convinced that the God we 
meet in solitude is always the 
God who calls us to 
community.” 

In preparing his students for the 
ministry at Finkenwalde the 
pastor, theologian, and martyr 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was aware 

of the need to balance 
experiences of alonness with 
experiences of 
community:  “Let him who 
cannot be alone beware of 
community ... Let him who is 
not in community beware of 
being alone ... Each by itself 
has profound perils and pitfalls. 
One who wants fellowship 
without solitude plunges into 
the void of words and feelings, 
and the one who seeks solitude 
without fellowship perishes in 
the abyss of vanity, self-
infatuation and despair.”


