
 

  



 
Drawing on scripture and a long tradition of classics on Christian practices, 

Richard Foster’s “Celebration of Discipline” defines the moral and spiritual 

problem at the heart of all our other troubles. He says the root of all our 

troubles (sin) is a state of heart that finds expression in attitudes and ingrained 

habits that degrade and demean God’s precious gift of life. We are not capable 

of transforming ourselves. It is only by God’s grace that we are liberated from 

the ingrained pattern of sin. Though the gospel is simple, our experience of 

transformation by the gospel is not. In Matthew 12:43-45 Jesus teaches that 

when impure spirits are driven out but return to find the house empty, they 

bring with them other impure spirits to take up residence there. Ingrained 

patterns of sin must be replaced with new patterns of behavior. Spiritual 

disciplines are patterns of behavior that place us before God so that he can 

transform us. They are a means of actively training ourselves to seek and 

receive God’s transforming grace. 

We invite you to consider eight spiritual disciplines. Drawing from Foster’s 

classic work, the exercises and reflections on the following pages will serve as 

a guide as we explore: meditation, prayer, fasting, study, simplicity, solitude, 

service, and submission. Each week is arranged with opportunities for daily 

reflection and practice, but even one day of exploration will be of benefit if 

that is what you choose. Whether or not you share your decision to join us on 

this eight-week journey of discovery with anyone, please know that we are 

praying for you. Throughout the weeks we will be going before God seeking 

his vision of transformation and insight for those who choose to use this 

resource. We will be listening to God and praying that you might receive God’s 

grace, develop new devotional patterns of living, and experience a change of 

heart. 



1 
Week 6 – Solitude 

We all want both rest and companionship. However, being at rest and being 

with others can seem incompatible. Maintaining multiple relationships can be 

challenging and may at times drain our energy. One reaction to the challenges 

of being with others is to withdraw to find rest. But if we remain withdrawn, 

we sink into loneliness where our desire to be connected to others cannot be 

met. When our desire to be with others is frustrated, we may throw ourselves 

into social interactions with the hope of filling the void of loneliness. But 

constant activity and social interaction will not bring us peace or security. The 

discipline of solitude offers an alternative to both the loneliness of withdrawal 

and the clatter of filling our lives with constant activity and social interaction. 

It can set us free from the frantic effort to fill the emptiness of life without 

others, and the fear of being overwhelmed by the challenges of living in 

community with others. Our physical proximity to other people is not the 

measure of solitude. Solitude is a state of mind and heart, granted by God 

through the Holy Spirit, which can be cultivated. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer in “Life Together” cautions disciples to seek balance 

between being in community and being alone saying “each by itself has 

profound pitfalls and perils.”  We must discover how to be well in solitude if 

we are to be among others that is meaningful. We must learn how to be well 

among others and contribute to their wellbeing if we want to remain safe and 

well when we are alone.  

To practice the discipline of solitude, we must intentionally slow down and 

seek silence. When we choose to pause before acting, we create space 

between ourselves and the world around us in which God can move and work. 

When we choose to remain quiet for a time before speaking, we create space 

in which the Holy Spirit can speak to us. When first practicing solitude, it may 

be helpful to make time for a physical retreat so we can learn the form of 

solitude without distraction, but we will never develop the outward discipline 

of solitude unless we resume our engagement with the world. Richard Foster 

suggests that the indwelling of the Holy Spirit enables us “whether alone or 

among people” to “carry with us a portable sanctuary of the heart.”  If we seek 

this portable sanctuary and develop our ability to abide in it, we gain the 

capacity to endure and courageously enter relationships representing Christ 

through our words, our silence, our action, and our abiding presence. 



2 
Sunday  Little Solitudes 

Consider natural moments of solitude that you can choose to observe. 

Whether they come early in the morning because you get up earlier than 

others, or late at night because you are the last one up shutting off the lights 

and locking the doors. You may find moments of solitude while stuck in traffic 

or while doing household chores that do not require much thought. Little 

moments of solitude can provide the opportunity to settle our minds, take 

note of where we are, and reorient ourselves in relationship to God. 

What little solitudes can you find in your day? 

 

 

 

 

What is it like to pause during these moments? 

 

 

 

 

 

What do you need to slow down or silence to take advantage of them? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
Monday  Choosing Silence 

Silence is rarely something that we choose. More often we turn on the TV, 

listen to the radio, play a podcast, or choose a playlist as the soundtrack for 

whatever we are doing. Try setting aside part of your day to turn off your 

devices to spend a time in silence. If you live with someone or have a friend 

who is interested, consider spending 10 or more minutes together in silence. 

How is silence pleasant? 

 

 

 

How is silence uncomfortable? 

 

 

 

How might God perceive your discomfort and what might He want you to 

hear? 

 

 

What drew your attention during your time of silence? 

 

 

 

Was it a distraction or discovery?  



4 
Tuesday The Dark Night of the Soul 

The serious pursuit of solitude can lead us into an experience of the dark night 

of the soul. Like the inward discipline of fasting, the choice to refrain from 

filling our lives with social interaction and activity can expose and reveal 

spiritual wounds and personal struggles that are hidden. Solitude can be 

difficult when we feel dry, dull, or distant from God. When our solitude is not 

one of our choosing or if we are not at peace with ourselves, we can feel 

overwhelmed and tempted to abandon our effort to rely on God alone. These 

experiences are not bad or destructive but can teach us things we cannot learn 

in comfort and security. The dark night of the soul is a challenging emotional 

experience, but it is not the same as clinical depression or anxiety. If you suffer 

with depression or anxiety, you should choose how to practice solitude 

carefully and in consultation with those overseeing your treatment. It is 

entirely possible to have a beneficial confrontation with the dark night of the 

soul while in the company of a trusted counselor.  

When have you experienced a dark night of the soul? 

 

 

If being alone for extended periods is difficult, how does it feel?  

 

 

What negative thoughts or objections come to mind when you consider 

spending an entire day alone? 

 

 

 

How might your dark night of the soul be a valuable experience?  

 

 



5 
Wednesday Solitude of Place 

To start practicing solitude it may be helpful to begin by choosing to be 

physically alone for a period. If full day or multiple day retreat is not possible 

find a place in your home or away from home that you can spend a half an 

hour or more by yourself. It does not need to be beautiful, but a pleasant 

setting will make your initial efforts easier. It does not have to be silent but 

practicing personal silence during your retreat will help create the space 

between you and the things of the world that are pulling at you. 

What kind of retreat did you choose? 

 

 

What obstacles did you overcome in choosing to be alone? 

 

 

How did you feel before the retreat? 

 

 

…during the retreat? 

 

 

 

…after the retreat?  



6 
Thursday The Fruit of Solitude 

“The fruit of solitude is increased sensitivity and compassion for others. There 

comes a new freedom to be with people. There is a new attentiveness to their 

needs, new responsiveness to their hurts. Thomas Merton observes, ‘It is in 

deep solitude that I find the gentleness with which I can truly love my 

brothers. The more solitary I am the more affection I have for them…  Solitude 

and silence teach me to love my brothers for what they are, not for what they 

say.’” 

How might solitude increase our capacity for compassion? 

 

 

 

What challenges do we face in being alone and in responding to others with 

mercy and compassion? 

 

 

 

 

Read Matt. 14:1-21. Verse 13 says that Jesus “He withdrew by boat privately 

to a solitary place.”  And verse 14 that follows says “When Jesus landed and 

saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them and healed their sick.”  

Imagine Jesus’ time in the solitary place. 

What might he have experienced in that solitude that led him to respond to 

the crowd with compassion? 

 

 

 

 



7 
Friday  The Sanctuary of the Heart 

When through solitude we discover our ability to find, enter, and abide in the 

portable sanctuary of the heart, we can enter crowds without feeling driven 

into action by the crowd’s activity and without fear of being overwhelmed. 

The sanctuary of the heart is a place of peace and security alone with God. 

When we can carry our experience of God’s presence into the community, we 

can respond deliberately and judiciously in relationship to others with the goal 

of bringing them into God’s presence. 

What does a place of peace and security alone with God look and feel like to 

you? 

 

 

 

 

What would it mean to you to be able to stay in the sanctuary of the heart 

even when you are surrounded by others? 

 

 

 

 

How can you respond to others so that they experience that place of peace 

and security with God? 

 

 

 

  



8 
Saturday  

What ways of practicing solitude do you find appealing? 

 

 

 

 

What about the discipline of solitude was challenging? 

 

 

 

 

What benefit of practicing solitude are you most interested in experiencing?  

 

 

 

 

 

Are there ways you want to continue to practice the discipline of solitude? 


