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If the truth be told, it was des-
peration that fi rst drew me into 
solitude and silence. I wish I 
could say it was for loftier rea-
sons—pure desire for God or 
some such thing. But in the 
beginning it was desperation, 
plain and simple. There were 
things that needed fi xing in my 
life, longings that were painfully 
unmet; I had tried everything I 
knew to fi x what was broken and 
to fi ll what was lacking, but to no 
avail. 

A grown-up pastor’s kid in 
my early thirties, I was mar-
ried with three young children 
of my own, on staff at a church 
that I loved, and just beginning 
to write and engage in a bit of 
public speaking. Seminary study 
rounded out a life that was full 
and challenging. But inside my 
soul was another level of truth 
that needed to be told, and 
desperation was probably the 
only force compelling enough 
to make me willing to listen. 

In the midst of the outward 
busyness of my life was an inner 
chaos that was far more discon-
certing than anything going on 
externally. Even though I had 
been a Christian for many years, 
I was struggling with some of 
the basics of the spiritual life. For 
one thing, I could not seem to 
love my husband and children 
consistently; an element of self-
ishness and self -centeredness 
that was frightening to acknowl-
edge was being exposed in the 
crucible of marriage and par-
enting. At best, I was impatient 
with the demands of life in the 
company of others; at worst, I 
was angry that people wouldn’t 

just leave me alone to pursue 
my own dreams and ambitions.

At fi rst I trivialized my struggle 
by categorizing it as something 
like an early midlife crisis, but 
the deeper truth was this: even 
though I had been a Christian for 
many years, I did not know how 
to love—really. Particularly when 
love was demanding or inconve-
nient or interfered with my own 

desires, I did not know how to 
die to myself in even the small-
est of ways. True transformation 
seemed just beyond my reach.

As it turned out, my limited 
capacity to love was just the tip 
of an iceberg. There were ques-
tions of the deepest kind right 
under the surface of my busy 
life, questions that I could no 
longer quiet. There were ques-

tions about identity and call-
ing . . . questions about the pos-
sibility of true transformation in 
the stuck places that I was just 
beginning to acknowledge . . . 
questions about what was driv-
ing the frenetic pace of my life. 
In the midst of much outward 
productivity, the interior spaces 
of my life echoed with the words, 
There has to be more to the 
spiritual life than this. Sometimes 
these words were quiet and 
wistful, full of a profound sad-
ness. At other times they were 
feisty, fi ghting words full of a 
lack of acceptance: This can’t be 
all there is! And if it is, I’m not 
sure I want it! Sometimes there 
were no words at all—just long-
ings that were beyond words. 

What does one do with such 
unwieldy aspects of the human 
experience? How does one cap-
ture in words the human heart’s 
desperate longing for God in the 
midst of so much religious activ-
ity? What do you do when all the 
words and methods for seeking 
God—Bible studies, prayer jour-
nals, more and better preaching, 
self-help books, small group 
gatherings—come up so empty? 
I needed help of another kind.

The Journey

Begins
Help came through a spiritual 
director, someone who was 
more experienced in the ways 
of the soul than I was and 
practiced at recognizing God’s 
invitations in the life of another. 
I fi rst sought her out for therapy 
because she was a psycholo-
gist, and I assumed that my 
“problems” were psychological 
in nature. I was hopeful that I 
could be “fi xed” on that level. 
Psychological insight and pro-
cess were indeed valuable 
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to a point, but eventually she 
observed that what I needed 
was spiritual direction. She 
asked if I would be willing for 
us to shift the focus of our 
times together to exploring my 
questions in the context of my 
relationship with God. 

This was fi ne with me, but I 
was still expecting the answers 
to come primarily through ver-
bal exchange. I was hoping 
for advice and a quick fi x—in 
three easy steps if possible! I 
assumed that now, rather than 
doing psychological talking, 
we would do spiritual talking. 
And we did do some talk-
ing, but eventually this wise 
woman said to me, “Ruth, you 
are like a jar of river water all 
shaken up. What you need is 
to sit still long enough so the 
sediment can settle and the 
water can become clear.”

At that point I couldn’t even 
imagine what it would be like to 
be still long enough for anything 
to settle! I couldn’t imagine not 
having an agenda or a prayer 
list or a Bible study plan. Even 
methods that don’t work are 
better than no method at all! 

I couldn’t imagine not using 
words—even if they were just 
formed in my head but never 
spoken. After all, I am a word 
person. My whole life revolves 
around putting things into words. 
If something couldn’t be put 

into words or processed with 
words or solved with words, 
what good could it be? 

I couldn’t imagine letting 
go of my own efforts to fi x 
and solve and make prog-
ress in my spiritual life. I was 
so used to accomplishing 
things through my own hard 
work and human striving that 
such seemingly nonproduc-
tive “activity” as sitting alone 
in silence was completely out-
side my normal categories.

A Hard Invitation

to Accept
Richard Rohr has said, “A good 
journey begins with knowing 
where you are and being willing 
to go somewhere else.” 1 This 
was certainly true for me. Even 
though my mind had a hard time 
grasping what this settling would 
actually be like, the image of the 
jar of river water captured what 
was true about me. I was the jar 
of river water all shaken up, and 
the sediment that swirled inside 
the jar was the busyness, the 
emotions, the thoughts, and the 
inner wrestlings that I had not 
been able to control by any other 
means I had tried. 

The image of the jar of river 
water that had been sitting still 
long enough for the swirling 
sediment to settle, for the waters 
of my soul to become clear, for 
me to see more clearly . . . well, 
that image called to me with the 
hope of peace, clarity, and a 
deeper level of certainty in God 
than I had yet known. It was an 
invitation to be still and know 
beyond my addiction to noise, 
words, people, and performance-
oriented activity. It captured my 
desire for something beyond 
the head knowledge that was 
no longer sustaining my soul.

Even so, this was not an easy 
invitation to accept. Fortunately, 
my spiritual advisor had let me 
talk just long enough to real-
ize that the answers were not 
presenting themselves through 
more talking. I had at least to 
open myself to the possibility 
that there might be something 
for me in the silence. But what 
sounded like a great idea when 
I was sitting in my spiritual 
director’s offi ce was very dif-
fi cult for this type-A personality 
who had been moving so fast 
for so long. In addition, the tim-
ing was really, really bad. I had 
a seven-year-old, a fi ve-year-
old, and a newborn baby, and 
I couldn’t believe God couldn’t 
have waited for a better moment 
to initiate such changes. 

But even so, we pressed on 
and set a simple goal of ten 
minutes in silence a day. For 
the fi rst year it seemed as if all 
I did was struggle to get to the 
ten-minute mark while notic-
ing the inner chaos, the resis-
tance, and the distractions that 
characterized my inner life. 

However, with the support of 
one who seemed so sure this 
was what I needed, I stuck with 
it, and the most amazing thing 
began to happen. Although I 
was still struggling through the 
actual times of silence, I noticed 
that I was starting to calm down. 
There was a quiet center form-
ing in me—a place of stillness 
within which I could see things 
more clearly, know God’s love 
on a deep, experiential level, 
and sense his moving in my 
life. When I acted upon the 
clarity I was gaining in these 
moments of silence, I found that 
the path God was leading me 
on—whether it was spiritually or 
relationally or vocationally—was 
somehow truer and more deeply 
satisfying than anything I had 
experienced up until that time. 
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A Step Further

Several years later, as part of 
a seminary class on spiritual 
formation, I was invited to enter 
into a whole day of solitude and 
silence. This was a fi rst for me, 
but at the appointed time we 
gathered at a nearby retreat 
center to spend the day on 
retreat under the guidance of 
our beloved professor.

The morning was wonder-
ful but, in some ways, very 
similar to what I had already 
been experiencing; however, 
when lunchtime came, we 
were told we would eat lunch 
in silence so as not to interrupt 
our attention to God by being 
pulled into social interaction. 
Our host guided us to a beauti-
ful dining room with windows 
on three sides overlooking 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 each person 
could look to the outside while 
eating. As we entered the din-
ing room in silence, it was as 
if something broke open inside 
me. I was caught off guard 
by tears that started sneak-
ing down my face, and I stood 
there snuffl ing with no Kleenex 
in sight, wondering what in the 
world was happening to me! 

The fi rst feeling I could even 
identify was sheer relief at know-
ing I wouldn’t have to talk to any-
one or do anything or serve any-
one during this lunch. For once, 
my place with God in solitude 
was being honored, not man-
aged or directed or interpreted. 
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 then 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 was able to 
begin acknowledging truth I had 
not known how to name before. 
All of a sudden I was awake and 
alert to a level of exhaustion 
and overstimulation that I had 
come to associate with normal 
Christian living. As I stayed with 
these emotions in God’s pres-
ence, I became aware of the 
weight of Christian expectations 
I had been carrying around 
without knowing it. There were 
the expectations around being 
a godly spouse. There was the 
weight of expectation around 
being a good parent and trying 
to balance parenthood with the 
demands of my professional life. 
There was the seriousness with 
which my husband and I took 
our responsibilities as church 
members, and all the busyness 
that went along with being a 
church-going family. There was 
the book I had just fi nished that 
had drained me of every last 
meaningful word I could think 
of. There were all my attempts 
to be a good neighbor, a good 
Christian, a good everything!

These had worn me down 
so completely that here I was, 

overwhelmed with emotion at 
the simplest gift—someone fi x-
ing me a meal and allowing me 
the freedom to sit in silence with 
God while I ate it. I had nothing 
to do, nothing to say, no social 
interaction to try to fi gure out. 
How, I wondered, had my life in 
Christ been reduced to so much 
busyness, so many words, and 
such weighty expectations? How 
had I gone this far in the spiritual 
life without anyone ever telling 
me it was okay 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 were now 
expressing themselves in the 
tears streaming down my face?

It was a good thing we were 
not allowed to talk to each other 
because it would have been 
easy to run away into conversa-
tion or look someplace outside 
myself for answers. Instead, I 
had to snuffl e my way through 
lunch and stay present with 
God, who was my meal-time 
companion. I had to stay with my 
longings in his presence and be 
honest about the ways in which 
my life as I was living it was not 
congruent with my heart’s deep-
est desires. This was a stunning 
realization; after all, I had made 
most of my own choices in life. 
How I had I ended up here? 

How, I wondered, had my life in Christ been 

reduced to so much busyness, so many words, 

and such weighty expectations? How had I 
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Lord, have mercy. What was one 
to do with such depth of longing?

A Place

for the Soul
to Come Out

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 can-
not fi x or fi ll another, nor can we 
fi x or fi ll 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 normal ways 
we typically try to relate to God. 
This is a direct experience of 
God with nothing in between: 
an encounter that is not medi-
ated by words, by theological 
constructs, by religious activity, 
or by my own or others’ manipu-
lations of my relationship with 
God. It is place within me that 
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 I am completely 
safe from anyone else’s curious 
gaze or judgmental glance. Here 
I experience intimacy with God 
rather than just talking about it.

Silence deepens our experi-
ence of solitude because in 
silence we choose to unplug, not 
only from the constant stimula-
tion of life in the company of 
others, but also from our own 
addiction to noise, words, and 
activity. This kind of abstinence 
creates space for listening to 
the knowings that do not have 

words and not feeling any pres-
sure at all to put the depths of 
the human soul into words. 

The longing for solitude is also 
the longing to fi nd ourselves; 

it is the longing to be in touch 
with what is most real within 
us, that which is more solid and 
enduring than what defi nes us 
externally. This is the soul of 
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us, the place at the very center 
of our being that is known by 
God, grounded in God, and one 
with God. But it’s tricky to get 
the soul to come out. As Parker 
Palmer so eloquently describes,

The soul is like a wild 
animal—tough, resilient, 
resourceful, savvy, self-
suffi cient. 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. 2 

We are not very safe for 
ourselves because our inter-
nal experience is one of such 
critique and judgment, and the 
tender soul does not want to 
risk it. And unfortunately, a lot 
of our religious activity is very 
noisy as well: now 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 ques-
tions, and the longings of the 
soul are welcomed, received, 
and listened to rather than evalu-
ated, judged, or even beaten 
out of us. Solitude can be that 
safe place. In the experience 
I described earlier, my soul 
“came out” and told me things it 
was impossible for me to hear 
while I was crashing through 
the woods of my life making so 
much noise. I imagine my soul 
crouching under a leafy bush, 
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Getting Started 
1. Identify a sacred space. Explore all the possibilities for 

a time and a physical space in which you can be alone 
on a regular basis. Preferably you can identify a spot in 
your home, outdoors, or a comfortable place in your offi ce 
that helps you to settle into a quiet and receptive state of 
being. Consider whether there are any spiritual symbols or 
artifacts that you would like to bring into this space to help 
you be present to the spiritual reality of God’s presence 
with you. Feel free to experiment with what works and what 
doesn’t until you fi nd the time and place that work for you. 
Once you have identifi ed them, you may want to commu-
nicate with family members or roommates they can honor 
the time by not interrupting you and honor the space by 
letting it remain set apart for your times alone with God.

2. Begin with a modest goal, especially if silence is a new prac-
tice for you. Ten, fi fteen, or twenty minutes of time spent in actu-
al silence is realistic, depending on your personality, pace of 
life, reliance on words and activity, etc. You can always increase 
your time as your capacity for silence increases. The amount of 
time is not nearly as important as the regularity of the practice.

3. Settle into a comfortable yet alert position in your body. 
Settle into a position in your body in which you are not dis-
tracted by physical discomfort, but also one that will not 
lend itself to falling asleep! One excellent posture for begin-
ning is to sit in a comfortable straight-backed chair with 
back and shoulders straight but also relaxed and open, 
both feet fl at on the fl oor, hands in a comfortable position 
in your lap. Over time, you may choose other prayer pos-
tures (see next point), but this is a good place to start.

4. Ask God to give you a simple prayer that expresses 
your openness and desire for God. This prayer is nothing 
more than a word or a phrase that “gathers up” your desire 
for God and helps you to stay present with it. You can enter 
into the silence by praying this prayer several times as a way 
of beginning and also as a way of dealing with distractions. 
Distractions are inevitable, so when they come, simply let 
them go by like clouds fl oating across the sky. Help yourself 
return to your prayerful intent by repeating the prayer you 
have chosen. You can use a different prayer phrase every 
day, or you can use the same one for as long as it captures 
what is most true about your heart’s desire for God. Be 
aware of what body posture helps to express your spiritual 
desire, and use this along with your prayer word or phrase.

5. Close your time in silence with a prayer of gratitude for 
God’s presence with you, or pray the Lord’s Prayer. Decide 
ahead of time whether you want to use a timer to let you know 
the time is up or just want to glance at the clock every so often.

6. Resist the urge to judge yourself or your experiences in 
silence. The purpose of time spent in silence is just to be with 
God in whatever state you are and to let him be in control. Trust 
that whatever your time in silence was like, it was exactly as it 
should be.

shaking its head, saying, “I just 
cannot talk to her when she’s 
like this!” It took half a day in 
solitude, capped off by a silent 
lunch, for me to get anywhere 
nearly quiet enough on the 
inside to know what was really 
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! 

Radical

Disciplines
The journey I describe here 
began over fi fteen years ago. At 
that time, no one in the evangeli-
cal Protestant circles of which I 
was a part even used the terms 
solitude, silence, and spiritual 
direction. But I was desperate, 
and desperation is a really good 
thing in the spiritual life. Without 
desperation and the deepest 
kind of desire, I would not have 
been willing to enter such unfa-
miliar territory—the silent places 
of the soul where one is not 
sure what one will fi nd, the risky 
quest for God beyond wordy 
prayers and content-laden ser-
mons and Bible studies. Without 
the desire for something more, I 
probably would have just kept on 
doing what I was doing, beating 
my head against the same wall. 

In the years since then, I 
have learned that the practices 
of solitude and silence are not 
merely self-indulgent exercises 
for those times when an over-
crowded soul needs a little 
time to itself. Rather, they are 
concrete ways of opening to 
the presence of God beyond 
human effort and beyond the 
human constructs that cannot 
fully contain Divine Reality. 

Solitude and silence are 
radical disciplines because they 
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challenge us on every level of 
our being. They challenge us 
culturally because there is little 
in Western culture that supports 
us in entering into what feels 
like unproductive time for being 
(beyond human effort) and lis-
tening (beyond human thought). 
They challenge our relationships 
because they call us away from 
those relationships for a time so 
that we can give our undivided 
attention to God. They chal-
lenge the psyche because in 
the silence we become aware 
of those inner dynamics that 
we seek to avoid by keeping 
ourselves so noisy and busy. 
They draw us into spiritual battle 
because in silence there is the 
potential for each of us to “know 
that I am God” with such certain-
ty that the competing powers of 
evil and sin and the ego-self can 
no longer hold us in their grip. All 
the forces of evil band together 
to prevent us from knowing 
God in this way because it 
brings to an end the dominion 
of those powers in our lives.

Only desire and/or despera-
tion will carry us over the thresh-
old into this brave new world. 

We may experience some 
resistance early on, but when 
the desire is deep enough 
to overcome our resistance, 
we are on our way.

What I Know

for Sure
These days, I seem to know 
less and less about how the 
spiritual life unfolds—really. So 
much of what is real happens in 
ways that are a mystery to me. 
But if you were to ask me what 
I know for sure, I would tell you 
that the times when my loneli-
ness and longing for union are 
most deeply satisfi ed are times 

I am in solitude. In the world of 
people and things, I experience 
moments that have a sense 
of completeness to them—
moments of union with God and 
others—but oftentimes these 
moments are fl eeting. No mat-
ter 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 ten-
dencies to cling and grasp, con-
trol and manipulate, fi x and fi ll.  

But in solitude there is rest 
from all that. It is as if I come 
in touch with a deeper current 
of truth that runs underneath 
everything else: the truth of the 
oneness and unity of all things. 
In solitude, I know that even 
those things that seem irrecon-
cilable are somehow reconciled 
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 choppi-
ness that seems to separate 
us, and I am able to experience 
our ultimate togetherness in 
God. I am able to touch Love. 

Then, when I do re-engage 
the world and live from that 
place of union with God, there 
is indeed a peace that passes 
understanding. 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 people around me 
need more than anything.
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