SOLITUDE - WHAT AND WHY?
  a resource paper by Ian Robinson June2005
Athletes and explorers do it. They spend time alone, training and winning the battle of the mind. Spiritual people have always done it too – make time alone to be with God, and learn to open oneself more fully. Solitude can bear fruit in us of purity of purpose, and strength of spirit.  Some people really take to it, and some find it excruciating.  
In Christianity and Buddhism, the science of solitude is practised mostly in prayer communities or in monasteries.  For Christians, solitude has for two thousand years been a way to learn to notice, and to train to remove, all obstacles to indwelling in the love of God, so that we experienced oneness with God and the fullness of his love. It was NOT about hating your body, hating the world, hating sex, or escaping the corruption of the church, though you will hear various people say all of these. “They were fighters, not escapees”, says Lawrence Freeman (Williams, p9).
St Anthony is said to be the start of it all in 270AD, at the age of twenty. He spent many years absolutely alone in the deserts of Egypt, in much fasting and prayer. Thousands upon thousands of men and women followed him into the desert, known today as the Desert Fathers and Mothers. Almost all were in communities, very rarely alone ( called ‘hermit’ or ‘anchorite’), and receiving many visitors. Too many , according to some of them. They met weekly for Eucharist (Bread and Wine), reading of  Scripture, and for acts of kindness and hospitality. They worked an hour a day or more, to raise money to pay for their meagre wants. They were gold medal athletes of spirituality, and at the same time very human. Extraordinary healing and spiritual powers are attributed to them. Only a few were mystics.
But it goes further back than that. We know that Jesus spent time in the desert, and taught his disciples how to undertake solitude. St Anthony learned it from “St Paul the Hermit” whoever he was. Before them and nearby a Jewish monastic group, called Therapeutae, in the first century had similar practises. Before them, from the first century BC, the Jewish Essenes (the Dead Sea Scroll mob) did something similar at Qumran by the Dead Sea, as did also their contemporary John the Baptist. He in turn had taken his cue from Ezra (5th century BC), Elijah (9th century BC) and Moses (13th cent BC). It seems to go around every 400-500 years. Cultures, like individuals, need a dose of solitude from time to time. 
St Anthony’s movement, written down by John Cassian(370-433), inspired the first wave of missions to Europe by leaders like St Patrick(390-461) and St Columba (521-597).  St Benedict (480-547) also picked it up, and from his “Benedictines” all the European monastic orders sprang up, including St Francis of Assisi (1182-1226). John Wesley (18th cent.), leader of another revival era, used to recommend to everyone to read Macarius (one of the Desert Fathers and Mothers). Now, for the past half century or more, through John Main, Thomas Merton, Simone Weil, Charles Foucault, and Henri Nouwen, these treasures are returning into this age of plugged in, noisy, rat-racers. New prayer movements are arising, and many new kinds of missionary-monastics. Some just gather occasionally, some live in proximity with each other. Some face on to the urban wilderness, some face up to the vast desert.

Those who visit with these people who dwell in the deserts, like you, do not face what they face. But you may benefit from what their spirituality can impart. But only if you face the inner challenges of your own solitude:  
Learn to deal with the internal “noise” of your habitual tendency to fill in the silence with compulsive behaviours (e.g. organising, joking, reading); 
Face your own fear of “drowning” (in emotion , in god, in darkness, in bad memories) and learn to trust;
Accept the power of the sexual temptations that arise with first feelings of apparent loneliness, and do not let them define you. It is God who loves you alone.
May the blessings of the horizon be yours this day.
