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...daily insights to stir the heart and seed the soul.  

THE SOLITUDE OF NIGHT 

The problem in this culture may well be that 
we have destroyed night. Even night is all 
light and noise and activities now. Where I 
go to write in a remote village in Ireland for 
three months of the year, night remains 
night. There is no light anywhere outside 
the house, only a few small lights flicker 
from within the small houses. Inside 
the house 
when the turf 
fire goes out, 
it is too cold 
to stay up. 

So the dark 
and the cold 
set in early 
and with 
them an 
inner life that 
nothing else 
nurtures in 
quite the 
same way. 
The  loss of 
night is a loss of  human soul, I think, which 
means that if we do not have it naturally, we 
need to create it for ourselves: television  
and computers off, lights out, out, extra 
hours of quiet. Then maybe we can find the 
inside of ourselves again and the voice of 
God that echoes there so much more clearly 
than anywhere else. 

Silence, solitude, and the contemplation of 
what it means to be a human being in a 
world of machines may be long overdue in 
this society.  We take war for granted, crime  

 

 

 

for granted, cacophony for granted, every-
thing for granted except the need to be 
alone, to think a bit about something 
besides the externals of life, to think about 
not wanting to think about anything at all. 

Silence and solitude are the Sabbaths of the 
heart.  A world in tumult, down whose streets 

millions 
crowd every 
day, could, 
perhaps, do 
well to find 
ways to get 
lost inside 
themselves 
often.  Then 
maybe we 
wouldn’t feel  
so strung out,  
so tired, so 
exhausted at  
the thought to 
simply living. 
 

Silence, solitude, and contemplation have 
gifts to give to all of us that no amount of 
frenetic activity can possibly provide.  Rest, 
peace, insight, calm, concentration, serenity, 
energy and transcendence are no small bounty 
to garner in the midst of a world in perpetual 
motion. 
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WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 1: Life 
without the solitude that comes with 
night and the silence that unleashes the 
self within is a life without serious re-
flection. It is a life without a soul. 
 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 2: The 
light bulb gave the world the 24-hour 
day. Whether or not the world is better 
off for it is still uncertain. Nothing ev-
er stops anymore. Nighttime has no 
meaning now. The noise goes on 
around the clock. So when do we ever 
really rest? And does that matter? 
       
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 3: Having the 
opportunity to be alone is an important 
dimension of learning to function 
alone. Having had the time to define 
our own personal positions in life we 
can then go on with the confidence and 
certainty it takes to know what we 
think—and then claim it.  
 
SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 4: “I can’t 
hear myself think,” my mother used to 
say when there was more noise than 
she could abide. I know now what she 
meant. The question is, Can anyone 
hear themselves think in a world 
steeped in 24 hours of noise? Most of 
all, what is the effect of that on the 
level of thinking in this society? 
  
SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 5: When 
night blocks out the noise and the 
lights, the mind and the soul come out 
of hiding and real thinking begins. As 
the painter Vincent van Gogh said, “I 
often think that the night is more alive 
and more richly colored than the day.” 
 
MONDAY, FEBRUARY 6: Night-
time turns the light on the self. Now 
there is nothing between me and truth. 
“There are days,” Colette says, “when 
solitude...is a heady wine that intoxi-
cates you with freedom....” Then the 
challenge lies in learning what to do 
with the freedom. 
 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 7: The soli-
tude of night brings all our fears into 
focus. It also gives us the opportunity 
to trust again in the coming light of 
day and the basic awareness that the 
universe is friendly and creation is 
good. 
 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 8: It is 
solitude that gives us the opportunity 
  

to recover a sense of internal order, to 
develop new self-confidence for the 
day to come, and to experience the 
spiritual strength it takes for a person, 
if necessary, to face tomorrow alone. 
“I would rather sit on a pumpkin and 
have it all to myself,” Henry David 
Thoreau writes, “than be crowded on 
a velvet cushion.”  

 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 9: For 
those for whom one day blurs into 
another with dizzying speed, night 
brings with it a renewed sense of self 
and the courage it takes to go on 
dealing with the clamor that comes 
with any highly-active life.  

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 10: The mod-
ern world seems to assume that any-
one who prefers quiet to noise is anti-
social—or worse. The real truth may 
simply be that the person who can be 
alone is healthy enough, self-assured 
enough to like their own company. 
“What a commentary on our civiliza-
tion,” Anne Morrow Lindbergh 
wrote, “when being alone is consid-
ered suspect, when one has to apolo-
gize for it, make excuses, hide the 
fact that one practices it—like a    
secret vice.” Commentary: What 
“civilization”? 

  
SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 11: There 
are two distinctly different spiritual 
parts of the day—night and day. Each 
of them shows us a different face of 
God and a different image of the self. 
Coming to understand one is key to 
understanding the other. 

 
SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 12: Solitude 
gives us the self-knowledge it takes   

to trust ourselves, even in a crowd that 
would like it better if we were like 
them rather than uniquely us. “In 
solitude,” Laurence Sterne says, “the 
mind gains strength and learns to lean 
upon itself.” 

 
MONDAY, FEBRUARY 13: When 
we cultivate silence, we are really cul-
tivating communication. Silence teach-
es us to listen—to ourselves and even 
to others. 

 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 14: Night is 
one way to learn solitude; being sur-
rounded by strangers is another. Bus-
ses, metros, airplanes, waiting rooms 
plunge us into the very center of our-
selves. They are a gift to the soul in 
the middle of a hectic day. Edith 
Wharton writes of it, “She was not ac-
customed to taste the joys of solitude 
except in company.”  

 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 15: 
Solitude is not a deprivation; it soothes 
the nerves and quiets the mind and 
gives us respite from the unending jab-
ber of useless conversations. 

 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 16: Night 
itself does not release a string of pray-
ers. Night is a prayer. It is the begin-
ning of the communion that comes 
with a sense of the uninterrupted pres-
ence of God in life. 
 
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 17: It is in the 
stillness of night that we really open 
ourselves to the world, to our inner 
selves and to the relationship between 
them. “The dead of moonlight,” Anna 
Letitia Barbauld writes, “is the noon of 
thought.” 

 
SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 18: With-
out solitude we run the risk of losing 
touch with ourselves and what we real-
ly think, what is really important to us, 
who we really are under all the guises 
of the day. Night is meant to be where 
we can most be ourselves, where we 
can come to know and heal ourselves 
from the strain of trying to be what 
others want us to be.  

 
SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 19: In large 
groups, we lose a part of ourselves to 
the will of the crowd. But when we are 
alone, we become who we really are.  

When we know  

who we are,  

when we have  

confronted the spirits 

within ourselves 

against which  

we vie for dominance, 

we find ourselves 

more inclined  

to be so much kinder 

to everyone else.  



MONDAY, FEBRUARY 20:  We 
spend far too much time thinking  
about who we will be in the group and 
far too little time thinking about who 
we really are when we are alone. It is 
the relationship between the two that 
is the measure of the human being’s 
integrity. 
 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 21: The 
African Proverb says, “The earth is a 
beehive; we all enter by the same door 
but live in different cells.” To lose 
touch with the separated self is to be-
come a figment of the group mind. 
But bifurcated, divided in two, is not 
who we were born to be.  
 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 22: The 
language has a new phrase for this 
inner/outer struggle of the self for 
wholeness: “Get it together.” When 
what we really mean is bring your out-
er self, your presentation of self to the 
group, in line with your awareness of 
who you really are inside. 
 
THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 23: “We 
enter this life naked and alone,” 
Thomas De Quincey wrote, “and we 
leave it the same way.” The only ques-
tion then is, What kind of person are 
we in between those times—
independent and strong of mind or  

dependent on others and unsure of  
ourselves? It takes silence and soli-
tude  to really know the answer to 
that question.  

 

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 24: The great 
by-product of solitude is self-
containment, the secret power of an 
inner strength honed from self-
knowledge and self-esteem. 
 

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 25: 
When solitude teaches us who we 
are, we no longer need the affirma-
tion of others. We are no longer  

The following discussion questions, Scripture echo, journal prompts, and prayer are meant to help you reflect more   
deeply on The Monastic Way.  Choose at least two suggestions and respond to them.  You may do it as a personal practice 
or gather a group interested in sharing the spiritual journey.  

LET’S SHARE OUR THOUGHTS 

beholden to public approval because 
we have developed a firm foundation 
of our own. 
 
SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 26: Humility 
grows in the dark of night out of  
the insight that comes with solitude.  
“We are rarely proud,” Voltaire writes, 
“when we are alone.” 
 
MONDAY, FEBRUARY 27: When 
we know who we are, when we have  
confronted the spirits within ourselves 
against which we vie for dominance, 
we find ourselves more inclined to be 
so much kinder to everyone else.  
 
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 28: Learn-
ing silence and solitude, learning to 
love solitude and rest in silence is the 
beginning of freedom and independ-
ence. “When you close your doors and 
make darkness within,” Epictetus 
wrote, “remember never to say that 
you are alone, for you are not alone; 
nay, God is within and your genius is 
within.” 
 
 

 

1. In his recent book, Together, Vivek H Murthy, the 19th 
Surgeon General of the U.S., suggests four strategies for 
human connection in our pandemic times: 
Spend time each day with those you love.  
Focus on each other.  
Embrace Solitude.  
Help and be helped. 
He says of solitude: “The first step towards building 
stronger connections with others, is to build a stronger 
connection with oneself.  Solitude helps us do that by al-
lowing us to check in with our own feelings and thoughts, 
to explore our creativity, to connect with nature.  Medita-
tion, prayer, art, music, and time spent outdoors can all be 
sources of solitary comfort and joy.” 
What place does solitude play in your life?  How do you 
spend your “solitude” time?  Have you found that solitude 
builds a stronger connection to yourself? Has it enabled 
you to connect better with others?  Explain 

2. Which daily quote in The Monastic Way is most mean-
ingful to you?  Why?  Do you agree with it? Disagree? 
Did it inspire you?  Challenge you?  Raise questions for 
you? 
 
3.  After reading The Monastic Way write one question 
that you would like to ask the author about this month’s 
topic. 
 
4.  Joan Chittister uses other literature to reinforce and 
expand her writing.  Find another quote, poem, story, 
song, art piece, novel that echoes the theme of this 
month’s Monastic Wa y.  
 
5.  Someday try doing nothing but sitting in an empty 
room and listening to what is playing on the tapes inside 
your head.  Take a few notes.  Now answer the question: 
What is really going on inside yourself? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

The solitude of night 

brings all our fears 

into focus.  

It also gives us  

the opportunity   

to trust again  

in the coming light  

of day and the basic 

awareness that  

the  universe  is  friendly 

and creation is good.  



JOURNAL PROMPTS 
Prompt 1: Here are a few statements from this 
month’s Monastic Way. Choose one that is most 
helpful to you and journal with it 
 
 Nighttime turns the light on the self. 
 …when we are alone, we become who we 

really are. 
 Life without solitude and silence is a life 

without soul.  
 
Prompt 2: Spend a few minutes with this    
photograph and journal about its relationship to 
this month’s Monastic Way.  You can do that with 
prose or a poem  or a song or…. 

PRAYER 
When I am liberated by silence, 
when I am no longer involved in the measurement of life, 
but in the living of it, 
I can discover a form of prayer in which 
there is effectively, no distraction. 
 
My whole life becomes a prayer. 
My whole silence is full of prayer. 
The world of silence in which I am immersed contributes 
to my prayer. 
 
Let me seek, then, the gift of silence…and solitude 
where everything I touch is turned into prayer: 
where the sky is my prayer, 
the birds are my prayer, 
the wind in the trees is my prayer, 
for God is all in all. 
 
—Thomas Merton 
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Free online subscriptions at  

www.joanchittister.org 

 
© 2023 Joan Chittister: Benetvision 

 
355 East 9th St   

Erie PA 16503-1107 
T: 814-459-5994 

benetvision@benetvision.org 

 
No part of this publication may be  reprinted 

without prior permission of the publisher. 
Benetvision is an outreach of  the Benedic-

tine Sisters of Erie.  

 
 

www.joanchittister.org 

SCRIPTURE ECHO 
 
 
 

“Because so many people were  
coming and going,  

Jesus said to the apostles,  
‘Come away with me  

by yourselves to a quiet place  
and get some rest.’”  

—Mark 6:31 
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Joan Chittister  
FUND FOR PRISONERS 

 

“Prisoners are the most forgotten people in   
society and the least served in Christianity.  

Help me change that.” 
—Joan Chittister 

 
We work with a network of prison chaplains and volun-
teers across  the  country  to  send  thousands  of  free  
copies  of  The  Monastic Way to women and men in 
prison.  
A donation of $12.00 will send a one-year subscription to 
a prisoner that can:  

 provide beauty to battered and bleak lives 

 deliver daily positive reflective messages to stir the 
heart and seed the soul 

 enable caring conversations that give people in prison 
something to believe in and a sense of the presence of 
God in themselves. 

 

www.joanchittister.org/donations 

JOAN CHITTISTER is an internationally 
known author  and  lecturer and a clear       
visionary voice across all religions. She has 
written more than 60 books and received nu-
merous awards for her writings and work on 
behalf of peace and women in the church and 
in society.  
 
KAREN BUKOWSKI  an Erie native, is a 
nature photographer and former LPGA and 
PGA Golf Professional who holds a master’s 
degree in public administration. Visit karen-
bukowskiphotography.com to find many 
nature and landscape photographs.  
 
JOIN THE CONVERSATION  
Each month, join the staff of Benetvision on a 
free Zoom call to discuss the current issue 
of The Monastic Way. Several times each year, 
Sister Joan leads the Zoom session. Subscrib-
ers will receive invitations to register for these 
calls in their email inbox. 


