The Four Needs for Daily Sanctuary Need #3: Solitude and Self-renewal
by C. Forrest McDowell, PhD

Perhgpsthe mog historically doaumented use of sanctuary has been our human need for solitude
spiritud renewal, or ingoiration. The naural ebb and flow of life towardsand away from others seemsto
naurally dictate this need. As stated earlier, we often find ourselves teetering in respons to the demands
of everyday life and seeking contact and comfort in warm, caring relationships But in solitudewe look
for something else perhgpslackingin theaboveN adepth of soulful reflection and solace, sincere
spiritud communion, even creative iniration. Solitude however, cannotbe entirely defined by the
desirefor isolation or individud aloneness, nor by the activity it takes. Loves, families, friends even a
person walking ther dog,often use aonetime to bondin some way. Neverthdess, ultimately it isthe
use of solitudefor self-improvement that findsits best expression as sacred sanctuary time and space to
oneself.

Little idandsof repose during a busy day, abusy week or during theyear are restful, replenishing and
vitalizing. They give usprivate moments of incredible grace from theworld, even as we are often amids
it. Japan, for example, isthe mog overpopukbted county in theworld, with themos people per squae
mile. Individuds have very little privacy. But it isexactly here in Japan that thetradition of small, quiet
gadensset asidefor solitary moments and meditation is still strongand important today.

Quest for Solitude

When we think of sanctuary as an oppotunity for retreat we are calling up thelongforgotten monk or
who dwells deep indde our soul. This part of owr persondity is centuries old, naturally seeking solitude
for both religiousand profanereasons Let me trace jug alittle bit of history to undescore the need for
solitude We know tha the Middle Ages, for example, focused exclusvely onthereligioussphee.
Here, religiouspeople withdrew in confinement to seek communionwith God in order to attain to a
transcendent spheae of existence. Notice | said religiouspeople. Thegenera public was often
necessarily absorbed in day-to-day survival issues and solitary excluson from worldly duties was next
to impossible.

Not until the Renaissance period did laypeople first begin to express an interest in solitary retreat.
However, unlike theMiddle Ages, thegod was less away from others but rather toward oneself. The
solitudeof sanctuary was the god of a humanistic search not necessarily focused on God communion.
While it does not despise culture, the cultural attachment is minimized by absorption with nature. We
have already seen how the pod Petrarca soughtsanctuary from the masses to develop hisindividuality
(despite hisjilted love-wroughtheart). His retreat was typical in that solitary pleasure was equaed with
sojoumsinto isolated countysides. Retreat into naure obvioudy pre-dates Christianity, as seenin
examples of Moses, Buddha and other Eastern mystics. However, towardsthe end of the 16th Century,
the spiritud side of solitudereared its head agan, now as a prodamation for the masses. Garciade
Cisneros aBendlictine Abbotof Montserrat, described this necessary experience as exercitia
spiritualia, away of renewing one3 spiritud life. This changeof view toward solitary retreat was
ushered in by the Baroqueperiod where people soughtto flee the decadence of worldliness. In solitude
they punished themselves for thetransgression of worldliness.

Thesensud eraof history known as the Rococo period foundcherishment of solitudein quite different
ways. Here peopleretired N nat aloneN butwith asmall, select groupof friendsand acquantances to



revel in thesecluson of nature. Or perhgpsa couple in loveretreated to a specific spotin nature.
Gardens began to accommodate this desire, where a small private outdoar GoomOwas created with
privacy hedges and other plantings Clearly, nature plays an important role as the befitting backgrourd
for people enjoying themselves notin relative isolation, butin soda communion. Buoolic scenesin
pantings such asthose of Antoine Watteau, do nat depict the previousknown reasonsfor solitary
retreat with nature: as communionwith greater spheres of meaning or God. Rather, the scenes are joyful,
sunny,inviting N naure has become thegod of an excursioninto another enjoyable realm, in much the
same way we might use vacationstoday or asmple walk in apark or thecounty.

The Enlightenment approached solitudein both religiousand profane ways. Secluded communities often
attracted people (the brotherhoodof Pietists come to mind) who soughta solitary life to cultivate a
spiritud communion with God. But more common were therelatively solitary retreats in nature for brief
periodsof replenishment fromthestrainsof lifein sodety. In fact, thefrequent desire for such oases of
solitudemelded with the architectural motivation of thetime, and thusthe congruction of jus theright
type of dwellingin which to retreat. Tea pavilions county homesfor thenobility, huning retreats and
hermitages dotted the pastoral landscape Duke Karl Eugen even named hisretreat pdace near Stuttgart
olitudeO

However, by theend of the 18th Century, the early Romantics approached solitudewith amore
melancholy flavor. There rose an interest in wha might be called Qvoundel retreats. OAbandonel
lovers, for example, would retreat into ther solitary suffering with amog an anticipaory mood. And
couples would plan retreats for both affection and relationship healing in beautiful natural settings The
melancholy mood of thetime had a curiouspreoccupdion with the shadow side of the soul as it
interfaced with sodety. Thegreat philosophe Schopenhaue provided a philosophical canvas, and the
affinity with newly condructed ruinsand old graveyards offered a naural backdrop for the addictionto
QVeltschmerz,Owhere theworld is seen as al too prosaic, and so, elevated spirits mus optfor solitude.
Even Nietzsch felt himself a hermit by ingina and declared solitudehis pure and beneficial home.
These sentimental preoccupdionsgradudly yielded in the 19th Century to more nihilistic tones, where
theworld of normal human intercourse was perceived as too band and mug beregjected in favor of a
solitary retreat.

Asevident in thislittle historical excursion, thequest for sanctuary as ameansfor solitude solace,
spiritud renewal, self-improvement, individudity, and even creative ingirationis present jus benesth
the surface of our life. It might even be suggested that there exists today a Gulture of solitudgOor at
least a profoundacceptance of the need for occasiond retreat. Thisistruein our own patnership.
Because meditation and prayer is such an integral part of ourlife, we see our daly practice, both as
individuds and a couple, as atype of sanctuary of solitude Our children knew thisto bethe case since
infancy and fully accepted our twice daly two-hou retreats. However, at times oneor both of usneed a
more refined period of withdrawal, thereby choosng a week-longsilent meditationretreat at a
monastery, or powerful naural setting. Such times of solitudeare incredibly regenerating for the body,
mind, and spirit. They despen ourindividud spiritud commitment, breathe new life into our
relationship, and often unlock profoundcreative or intuitive ingghtsinto our work.

Being Drawn to Solitude
People are naturally drawn to solitary experiences tha degpen their undestanding of life or perhgosknit

ther life back togeher. A friend of ours, Louis, has led annud vision quests for yearsinto the high
Oregondesert. Heis always fully booked with both men and women. Another friend, William, chooss
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his solitude in nature as away of life, like JohnMuir, spending months each year hiking trails
throughoutthe Pacific Northwest. His soft-spoken naure is bdanced by his profoundknowiedgeof the
region and leads him to continuewriting bestselling nature guides.

On amore persond level, Triciaoccasiondly evokes solitudein her own wooden and beautifully
furnished studio. Sheisfortunae to have this safe haven in which to withdraw. Here she may Sleep
aone meditate for longperiods and write late into the night This sacred space was aso a critical
hedling place at those times in the early years of our marriage when we werein great conflict. It gives
me great comfort even today to peer outthroughthe veil of woodsthat separates her space fromthe
house and see the soft glow of candlelight, or to hear theingpiring arias of Hildegard de Bingen wafting
throughthenightair. My pasond need for solitude, if not chosen to bondwith naure or to degpen my
spiritud sidethroughmeditation or prayer, is mos often connected to musc. | too have been gifted
with aremoved solitary space in which, amog nightly by candlelight, | compose or play at my craft, the
guitar. In such solitudemy heart is totally enflamed for hours with passion, tendeness, playfulness N
emotions| can only assodate with some connection to God.

Psychological Need for Solitude
Onemightask, wha then isthereal vaueof solitude?

Thepsychoandyst, Carl Jung,approaching it from a psychological point of view, might say
individuaion N to aid in the unfolding of the uniqueindividud persondity. In the process of our
unfolding relationship to theworld, sometimes we need time and space to ourselves to ponde our
existence. In her marvelouspodic tribute to self-reflection, Thelnvitation, Oriah Mountin Dreamer
endswith this poignant line A want to knowif you can be alonewith yourself andif you truly like the
companyyou keep in the empty moments.O

Thisis great foodfor thought How often do we pemit ourselves to engagein atype of self-imposed
Qolitary confinement?OGeorge Bernard Shaw expressed his hesitancy at such self-reflection because he
thoughttha with the grace of the white angds who would accompany him, all the dark angds would
rush in aswell! Neverthdess, solace and solitudeserve to cloak uswithin our own intimacy.

A musdcal friend of mine composed a haunting piece called Soutetude Musdcally, it calls up exactly the
effect of solitudeonthesoul: as a brief yet necessarily reflective excursioninto thesongtha is ourlife.

| remember as an adolescent exploring this very interior realm, via such Goul-etudes, Owithin my
bedroom This place was my inviolable sacred space for reflecting onthe conditionsof my heart N its
hurting and pan at thehandsof an abusve father, its fedingsof tendeness and lovefrom my mother,
itsjoy and laughter from my sisters, and its great healing expressed in my musc, songs and podry.

Such solitudefor reflection and healing serves more to free the soul than to imprisonit. As an old
Sherpasaying reminds Grreedomis beng equidistant from all thewalls.OReflect onyour lifefor a
moment. How do you integrate solitudeinto your lifestyle such tha you may experience the freshness of
alittle more roomfromthewalls of theworld?

Spiritual Need for Solitude
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Another value of solitudespesaks to our spiritud side Jesus, for example, suggests tha we mug gointo
thewildneness of our soul to find our greater and highe connestion beyond Creation. (Be still,Ohe
says, Gind know | am God.OSolitudeallows usto surrende” N our ego, will, desires, suffering. The
saying, Q_et go, let God ,Ohas tremendouspotency when we are alonein communion with the Creator.
But solitudeoften gives usanother ingght we should find the courageto let golest we get dragged
down.

Thereis anothe spiritud sideto solitude Solitudeis atype of garden, very much like the Garden of
Gesthemene Here Jesus spent hislast few hours of freedom Thegarden may be said to represent the
subgance of God, the secret place of our Being where we have a rendezvouswith God. The symbolism
of the Garden of Gesthemeneis powerful when we redize it means il press.OMetaphyscally, the
name represents the very process we come to within our consiousiess when we recognize tha we mug
Qoress outQall the vagaries of theworld to come to the Qoure oil Oof Truth. Jesushad to come to terms
with this himself in the garden, knowing his life would be over in amatter of hous.

S0, solitudeallows usto enter the Sanctuary of Truth, theinne garden of our soul. As Jesusremindsus
thegaeto our inne sanctuary where God dwells is narrow. Such use of solitudeis demanding, and few
of usare willing to make the effort necessary to spend much time and space away from our worldly
affairs.

Physical Need for Solitude

Thereisyet athird value of solitudewe may attune to: onein which it is chosen, notenforced, and
which allows changeand flexibility. Thisform of solitude is perhgps mos appealing and accessible to
people. Thewriter, Virginia Woolf would say al we need is Garoomof ong3 ownGamidst our worldly
duties. Such aroom, we discover, is nota solitary retreat asin acloister or adesert, but aliving spacein
which a certain degree of privacy is granted. It isthistype of space, andtimeto bein tha spece, that
implies a sense of inviolability or privilege enabling usto get in toudh with theworld within, reflective
of theworld without

Clearly, akind of innea, psychic space is absolutely necessary, if notonly for the peace of the soul, but
for creative ingiration. Thefact is places for solitude are as accessible as our desire to find or create
them. | hopeyou undestand this and dondfeel tha you mus manifest awhole lot of money to go away
onretreat, or build anew addition. Once, for example, | rented an office in an old hous downtown.
Soon, however, | foundmyself distracted by other busness tenants, making it difficult to focuson
writing. Oneday | discovered an unused storage space benesath an inaulated stairwell. You mightfindit
amusng to know that this dark closet was where | began meditating!

Think aboutyour need for space for alonetime. Discuss this with your family or others. Begin to create
tha Goomof ong3 ownGOin which you can tuck yourself, if butfor afew moments a day. This space
can be momentary or permanent. Some of my fondest moments of solitude for example, are merely
gttingin my truck parked in abusy grocery parking lot listening to some ingpiring musc onthe CD
player! When you have identified such a space, use it, and us it well. Relax there, read, listen to musc,
simply watch the passing of theday or write your thoughs in ajournd; meditate, pray, or countyou
blessings Thisis solitary sanctuary you have earned by simply being human.

Excerpts from forthcoming book: Islands of Grace: Creating Sanctuary in Daily Life. By Dr.
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