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From Loneliness to Solitude
Twenty-fifth Anniversary Year
Editor’s Note: This is the fourth of the series I call “The Best of Arise” as
we wander through the years selecting one here and there. This pick
reflects my relationship with the monks at Holy Cross Abbey. Well, let
me tell you the story:

An amazing thing has happened within me since I wrote my
Christmas issue "One Starry Night". My retreat at the Berryville,
Virginia Monastery followed by
my Thanksgiving and Christmas
has prompted me to reflect on my
experiences of loneliness.
What I’ve realized is I’ve been
given wonderful a Christmas gift
this year: My loneliness has been
transformed into a peaceful, joyful
solitude!
I shared this realization with a
priest-friend and he quoted me a
wonderful line from St. Bernard:
"Numquam minus solus quam solus."
“Never less alone when alone.”
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Without really realizing it, my newfound experience of solitude
resonates from the heart of the Church! I am not alone, after all.
Although, my vocation as a writer calls me to many solitary hours, I
feel wonderful! In fact I feel ravished, spellbound by this new gift.
When I was at the monastery over All Saints Day, I inquired if they
had any hermitages connected with it. You see, around many
monasteries, there often are monks who live apart from the
community in complete solitude in small dwellings. As soon as I asked
the question, I realized that I was at least partially a hermit. And I
realized instantly: "That’s OK!" Like a hermit, I live apart from the
community to be at the heart of the Church in my work and my
prayer.
Since my retreat, I’ve been prompted more days than not to arise in the
wee hours to pray in solidarity with the monks. The Liturgy of the
Hours has a text for this mid-night prayer, known as the Office of
Readings. Unlike the monks, however, I usually return to sleep
afterwards.
What is this new thing that is happening to me?
What is this new solitude?
I don’t yet know of what it is, what is prompting this new experience.
But I do know its effects:
I’m joyful and peaceful and very much content with my life as it’s
presently unfolding. I don’t know how long it will last—whether this
is a passing fancy or a feeling I will enjoy for the long haul. I live in the
present moment. And I like the moment very much. I do suspect the
time will come to gather a community as a result of my work. But for
the moment, the solitude is just fine.
I’m astonished, really. This is not something I have—or would have—
chosen. It has chosen me! (Or perhaps, maybe, I have been chosen for
it.) And I like it! When I chose being a writer, I guess I chose the
solitude that goes with it without realizing it. I embrace it as a
wonderful gift—my Christmas present from Jesus for l995.
In order to solidify the solitude in me when I think of myself as alone,
I consent to it. I accept it.
When I come into my apartment, I always check my answering
machine for messages. Most of the time, the machine registers "0".
Almost a week can go by before I receive a phone call. I’ve often felt a
tiny tinge of rejection or of feeling sorry for myself -- the "nobody-loves
me" kind of thing.
Now, however,(remember this is still 1995) I accept it. God is in charge
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of my universe. And if God chooses to withhold phone calls from me
(if God spends his time monitoring my phone calls in some sort of
divine trivial pursuit) so be it!
And then there’s the matter of my Christmas decorations. I’ve put up
rather nice Christmas decorations, but as of today, December 26, I’ve
not had one visitor to enjoy them. Nevertheless, I enjoy them
immensely. And that's just fine with me. I am quite capable of enjoying
my own Christmas decorations!
You see, there’s a difference between feeling isolated
and embracing solitude. Remember St. Bernard? "We're
never less alone when alone." I don’t feel isolated; I feel
in deep communion with the Church and with all of
humanity. I have time to think about Bosnia. I have time
to pray for the world's children. I have time to enjoy the
peace God gives me. I am not alone when alone. With a
wonderful sense of astonishment, I feel God's presence.
And I would like to share with others the learnings
I’ve found that beckons us on this journey from
loneliness to solitude.
And it is a journey. There has been an aching loneliness
through much of my priesthood--even when I was in
the midst of hectic activity and was involved with more
people than I could manage.
This is something different now. Something
wonderfully different. This is God's Christmas present
to me this year—a brand new feeling, a brand new way
of being and living. Loneliness is for self-pitying;
solitude is for living in an entirely new way.
But there’s a difference—something quite unique about
my experience. If I’m a hermit, I’m a spoiled one. Most
hermits don’t have a beautiful vista as I do of the hills
and valleys north of Baltimore to gaze upon in the early
morning or late afternoon rose and golden light. When I
moved here to Baltimore four years ago, I considered this apartment a
wonderful gift of my God to me.
If you read my October issue, you may recall that I mentioned that I
was feeling isolated because I had just moved to Baltimore. Now my
experience is enriched and deepened on the other side of feeling
socially isolated. I no longer feel this isolation: I feel blessed; I feel
special. I feel deeply loved and cared for. My heart reaches out at times
from this my home to embrace perhaps even the whole world.
I’ve finally learned to accept my portion and my cup. And I wish I
could find a way to share what I’ve learned this latter part of 1995.
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Perhaps I can through my writing.
However, I’m aware that some of you,
my readers, suffer from acute
loneliness. Some of you are young;
some are old. Some are middle-aged
like me. Some of you live alone,
having survived the death of a spouse
or a gone through a divorce or have
remained single. Some of you live
with a whole house full of people and
still feel very much alone. Some seek
diversions to remedy your loneliness.
Some watch TV all day. Some involve
themselves in a search for Mr./Ms.
Right. At any rate, many of us look to
someone else to alleviate the chronic
pit in the stomach we have because of
loneliness.
But the point is, I’ve learned, that no one else, including God can heal
our loneliness. We must become our own friend. Even God cannot
help us if we cannot live in peace with ourselves.
The interior journey is a remedy for loneliness. We have to deal with
the aspects of our psyches that give us trouble—the areas of ourselves
that cry out for attention.
The pattern of my loneliness, I’ve realized, stems from childhood.
From age seven till my senior year in high school, I suffered from acute
sadness and loneliness. My parents were very strict and I did not have
a close friend or buddy all those years. One friend of mine made
contact with me a year ago and we talked about this. He claimed we
were close during grade school and high school. But I had no
recollection of those good times that he told me about! In fact, I had
no recollection of visiting him in his home, though he said I did quite
regularly.
What happened during those years?
I don't really know. But childhood and adolescence set the pattern for
many of my adult years when I would often feel alone in a crowd of
people who were having lots of fun. The three years I was a counselor
at a summer camp, I was aloof from the other counselors; I stayed off
by myself.
It seems from my recent experience that I’ve narrated to you in this
newsletter that we have to become friends with our loneliness. And
that perhaps is the definition of solitude—to befriend our loneliness.
To befriend ourselves. To become our own very best friend.
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But that is difficult for whatever reason. We all have our reasons for
not liking our own company. Most of all, we don't like the chatter that
goes on in our head.
But we can silence that chatter. And in the
silence, we will discover a new friend—the
God of heaven who is waiting within us to
stop muttering and sputtering long enough
to realize that our God was / is there in our
inner depths all the time. He is there
waiting for us to find him.
Emerging into the free and airy space of
solitude means that we receive two gifts at
the same time—a brand new comfortability
with ourselves—and a deeper and more
wonderful friendship with God.
"Never less alone than when alone."
Perhaps now we can understand the powerladen meaning that these six simple words
convey to us. Loneliness crashes in upon us
and suffocates us. Solitude, however, opens
us up to a wonderful free space in which we
can have communion with all there is.
My apartment seems to be a large and free
space as I write. It seems to have expanded.
It is a lovely space in which to live. It’s an extension of my inner space.
Every detail of it brings me joy and comfort—even the dusty lamps!
Widows and widowers can find such a space, I think, even in the midst
of all the memories of the one they loved—just as long as they choose
to live in the present. If we are not comfortable with our surroundings,
perhaps it’s because we’re just not as yet comfortable with our inner
space.
So, I’ve laid out an agenda for you, my friends, to transform your
loneliness into solitude. Coming to solitude is a process that begins
with perhaps not a little inner work. Work that has us attend to the
issues of our inner selves that causes us discomfort and lack of peace.
This process may take some time. But I’ve laid out the goal that I did
not realize was there for myself. I attended to my inner work without
realizing the place at which I would arrive—at this joy of solitude. That
came as a surprise, as a gift.
Perhaps you can know intellectually what to expect, though it may
take some time for you to realize and experience solitude firsthand.
5

But I believe God will allow you a state of solitude for brief or longer
moments along the way as an incentive for you to keep on journeying.
In summary then, it is important for us to accept our loneliness, our
lack of peace. Then, we can make the loneliness our friend because it is
our loneliness and no one else's.
Talk to yourself this way:
"At Christmas time I feel great sadness as many Christmases past
without N. But it was OK. I have endured worse. I have survived
another Christmas. This is my lot, my portion and my cup. And I can
stand it. I accept it.
"Dear Jesus, I offer you my acceptance of my loneliness. Help me to be at
peace within myself. Help me to accept my role in life, as limited as it is
and allow me to be in communion with you and all my brothers and sisters
on this planet, even though I have little contact with them. Most of all,
Jesus, give me the grace of a joyful solitude so that I may live out my days
in peace. Amen.
And a little addendum from the present . . .
I’ve continued to enjoy my solitude here in my lovely condo in Ft.
Lauderdale, though I no longer arise in the night as I celebrate the
Office first thing in the morning. I do think my contemplative prayer
has deepened and enriched my life over the years.
+ + + + +
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