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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOKLET 

The reflections on prayer by our former Reverend Father Dom 

André Poisson, entitled Personal Prayer, which we publish in this 

booklet n. 30 and in the booklets n. 29 and 31, were originally written 

as a series of three circular letters in the period 1976-1977 for the Pri-

ors of our Order in preparation for the General Chapter
1
 of 1977. The 

letters were written in French and then translated into English by a 

Carthusian. 

Dom André’s reflections consist of three parts: 1. At the Thresh-

old of Prayer (All Saints 1976 = booklet n. 29); 2. Prayer in Solitude 

(Christmas 1976 = the present booklet n. 30); 3. Prayer and Commun-

ion (Lent 1977 = booklet n. 31). 

We shortened and omitted some passages of the original text so 

as to adapt it to a more general reading public. For the same reason 

we added subtitles. 

In Prayer in Solitude, which we present in this booklet, Dom 

André quotes Saint Bruno and Guigo I from the Renewed Statutes. 

We added the references to Bruno’s Letters and Guigo’s Customs. He 

quotes Saint John Climacus’ Ladder of Divine Ascent, from the lec-

tionary we use in our liturgy. The translation of the Climacus’ quotes 

was made from the original language expressly for our lectionary to 

which Dom André refers. We kept the translation of these quotes, but 

replaced the references to the lectionary by references to a commonly 

used English edition of Climacus’ work, mentioned in the bibliog-

raphy at the end of this booklet. 

Quotes from the Statutes are taken from the Renewed Statutes 

(RS), the edition in force when the circular letters were written. 

Sometimes one finds two references, for example: (RS 6.16; 12.9). 

This means that the same quote occurs at two different places in the 

Statutes. Since 1991 the Renewed Statutes have been replaced by the 

Statutes of the Carthusian Order (St). We kept the references to RS. 

However, when the reference to St is different from the one to RS we 

added the St reference. 

                                                      
1
 General Chapter: a biennial meeting at La Grande Chartreuse of the Superiors of all 

the Charterhouses to deliberate on matters pertaining to our Order. 
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All footnotes and illustrations have been added by the editors of 

this booklet. 

 

The reflections we present here keep their solid monastic, Car-

thusian character. At first sight they might give outsiders the impres-

sion of being rather austere and esoteric. 

Dom André liked to compare prayer with a little flame or a spark 

burning in our heart. However, he reminds us that prayer is also a 

“work”, our “most personal and secret work.” From time to time we 

are obliged “to ask whether we are doing all that depends on us in 

order to respond to what God and the Church expect of us today.” 

We believe that these letters can help all of us who struggle to 

keep the flame of prayer burning in our heart and find encouragement 

for this in the tradition of Saint Bruno. 

N 
 

 

 

  
LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 
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PART TWO: 

PRAYER IN SOLITUDE 

Our investigation of the ways to improve the quality of our life 

of prayer necessarily leads us to pose some questions as to the role 

that solitude has to play in it. Solitude is so obvious an aspect of our 

existence that we hardly need to be persuaded of the predominant in-

fluence it has on our prayer. But do we not run the risk of accepting 

this state of affairs in a passive, unreflective way? We know very well 

that we are solitaries for God. But are we sufficiently aware of how 

solitude has a direct influence on our prayer? 

We will try to pose some questions on this subject. We will not 

attempt to resolve all the problems which might present themselves, 

but only to stimulate our attention in this field, so that each one of us 

can, for himself, better take hold of our solitude and make of it a truly 

privileged means for a deeper encounter with God. 

We will reflect on the following points: 

SOLITUDE AND PRAYER: What are the fundamental bonds that 

unite these two for us? 

THE DEGREES OF SOLITUDE: Is it not a temptation for us to in-

stall ourselves in ease in a solitude that merely suits our taste, without 

it real corresponding to what God expects of us? Solitude receives 

from prayer the mandate to become ever more authentic. 

THE PRAYER OF JESUS: In many places the Gospels speak of the 

conditions in which Jesus prayed. What lessons can we derive from 

these examples of our Savior? 

Solitude and Prayer 

How does solitude influence our prayer? Let us not plunge into 

long theoretical considerations of the question. Rather let us, in a con-

crete way, look at the specific conditions in which we find ourselves. 

 What is the teaching of the Statutes in this regard? 

 Do we consider solitude as a prayer? 

 Does our prayer as solitaries have a special modality? 
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The Teaching of the Statutes 

“The solitary will sit and keep silence, for he will lift himself 

above himself. Here the prophet makes reference to nearly all 

that is best in our life: peace, solitude, silence, and ardent 

thirst for the things of heaven” (RS 2.6; Customs, 80.7). 

This adaptation of a passage from the Old Testament book of 

Lamentations to our life stems certainly from a style of exegesis not 

much in vogue today, but it has great importance for us, for the Order 

has always seen in the conclusions drawn from it by Guigo a privi-

leged expression of our vocation. 

There we see peace, solitude, silence and prayer placed on the 

same level. The Renewed Statutes have taken up the same idea in an-

other form where they say that the members of a community are: 

“united by love for the Lord, by prayer, and by zeal for solitude” (RS 

3.4; 11.4). Whereas we would have the tendency to place solitude at a 

lower level as the servant of prayer, the Statutes compel us to see 

things in a different way. They actually establish a parallel among 

these various aspects of our life such that we are obliged to see more 

than simply a close union among them. The truth is that we have no 

right to disassociate them. Solitude is in its own way a form of prayer, 

while prayer will always have the characteristics of solitude. 

The citation we have 

just quoted from Guigo 

speaks of peace, solitude 

and silence. They appear 

as three branches growing 

from a common trunk: the 

most ancient and con-

sistent monastic tradition 

is unanimous in recognizing this. It would be interesting to launch 

into detail on each of these points but, for brevity’s sake, we will have 

to group them under the heading of solitude. This does not mean that 

we are underestimating the importance of silence and peace; these are 

implicitly contained in every solitude, and even more so when we are 

speaking of prayer. 

The second chapter of the Statutes merits a whole commentary in 

itself; for its intention is precisely to tell us how solitude allows us to 

“Solitude is in its own way a form 
of prayer, while prayer will always 

have the character of solitude.” 
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reach God, when one enters it with a pure heart. It invokes an inex-

haustible theme for meditation for us all. 

The first paragraph says that solitude is a mystery that reveals 

God. Solitude can reveal God because He is present in it: 

“Those monks who have praised solitude wished to bear wit-

ness to a mystery, whose riches they had indeed experienced, 

but whose full penetration is reserved for heaven alone” (RS 

2.1). 

Only the beatific vision will carry us beyond what solitude is 

able to bring to us. Solitude is a foretaste of that final meeting with 

God: such is the thought of the Statutes. 

This is also the sense of the examples cited by Guigo in the same 

chapter. Of course he interprets “Scripture in the vein of ancient alle-

gory,” but it is of little consequence because his point is clear. God is 

present in solitude. If we enter both exteriorly and interiorly into this 

solitude we cannot but encounter God. But so strong a statement 

brings questions to the fore about the quality of our solitude. 

Solitude as Prayer 

We will try, therefore, to take an honest look at solitude, that is, 

to discern its deepest dimensions which we ought to be able genuinely 

to make our own, and this without neglecting consideration of its 

most exterior aspects. 

 

Solitude as a Material Observance 

Solitude is first of all a material observance, with concrete de-

mands: cloister, the keeping of cell, curtailment of correspondence 

and visits, etc. All this is taught by the Statutes in so clear a manner, 

and we are aware of the requirements it makes of us, that there is no 

need to dwell on it here. 

THE CLOISTER 
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A More Spiritual Dimension of Solitude 

A more spiritual dimension appears in the notion of solitude 

when we begin to consider it as involving sacrifices joined to that of 

Christ. 

“Rigorous observance of enclosure would be merely Pharisa-

ical were it not the outward expression of that purity of heart 

to which alone it is promised to see God. To attain this, great 

abnegation is required, especially of natural curiosity (RS 

6.4). 

“The prior should exhort the 

monks to be very circum-

spect in the matter of secu-

lar reading; but, of course, 

this exhortation presup-

poses a mature mind that 

is master of itself (RS 

6.5). 

“We avoid visits from 

friends and conversations 

with seculars, unless in-

deed some inescapable ne-

cessity is imposed on us by 

the love of Christ. For we 

know that God is worthy to 

be offered this sacrifice” (RS 

6.4). 

Solitude penetrates like a 

sword into our heart, and oblig-

es us to renounce ourselves with 

full freedom, since we have chosen to follow Christ. But solitude con-

sidered under this aspect is already given a paschal dimension. It be-

comes a means of communion with the life of Jesus. 

Solitude as the Setting of Prayer 

The Statutes invite us to go farther, in the many passages that 

speak of solitude as the exterior, and even more, the interior, setting 

of prayer. 

CHARTERHOUSE OF MARIENAU 
(GERMANY) 
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“This is holy ground, a place where, as a man to his friend, 

the Lord and His servant often speak together” (RS 4.1). 

Once we understand how much our prayer depends on this out-

ward setting, seen not so much as the lifeless mold of prayer but as its 

visible expression (see RS 6.1), how can we not zealously respect this 

solitude if we desire pure prayer? 

“The dweller in cell should be diligently and carefully on his 

guard against contriving or accepting occasions for going 

out, other than those normally prescribed… If he gets into the 

habit of going out of cell frequently and for trivial reasons it 

will quickly become hateful to him” (RS 4.2; 12.3). 

 

 

 

Often we tend to think that there is no intimate connection be-

tween prayer, and, in the case of the cloister monks, a leaving of cell 

that is not entirely justified, or in the case of a brother, a breaking of 

silence that does not seem to be serious. These things seem harmless 

in themselves, but they create a dangerous “fissure” in the integrity of 

our interior solitude, and thus of our prayer. We don’t think of this at 

the time, but at the moment of prayer our soul remains scattered and 

our prayer listless, all the more so if such failings have been frequent. 

We should remember, too, that the cell is the avenue of tempta-

tions “which are wont to beset the followers of Christ in the desert” 

(RS 8.13 = St 8.16). This was a commonplace among the early 
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monks. One should stay at all costs in his cell, they instruct us, for it 

alone can form us and keep us firmly in the truth. Even if we do not 

sense there, in the depths of our heart, a prayer that is evident, prayer 

is more profound than we can perceive, and fidelity to our exterior 

solitude, however sterile it may seem, is the most powerful of com-

bats. The same is true of the silences of the brothers. There are days 

when the urge to speak constitutes a real temptation that must be 

squarely and manfully faced. This intentional, deliberate solitude of 

the brothers among themselves will make them grow in intimacy with 

God. 

 

 

 

Solitude as a Call from God 

But there is an even deeper meaning to solitude; for, as the Stat-

utes say, it is a call from God. 

“Christ, the Father’s Word, has through the Holy Spirit, from 

the beginning chosen certain men whom He willed to lead in-

to solitude and unite to Himself in intimate love” (RS 1.1).  

God Himself is the center of our solitude: before speaking to us 

of love, He speaks to us of the desert. If we do not hearken to His 

voice when He calls, He will never speak to our heart (see RS 14.1). 

This intrinsic link between our solitude and God, this presence of 

God in solitude, is essential to our life. But it can easily escape us if 

we lose that purity of vision which would allow us to recognize them. 

“When aspirants, aflame with divine love and longing to 

leave the world and lay hold of eternal realities, come to us, 

let us receive them in the same spirit” (RS 8.1; 17.1). 

“…fidelity to our exterior soli-
tude, however sterile it may 

seem, is the most powerful of 
combats. The same is true of 
the silences of the brothers.” 
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Do we find ourselves still consumed by this fire? Sometimes we 

have to rediscover that flame, enkindled by the Spirit at the center of 

our heart, since routine is inclined to quench it: solitude, with its eve-

ryday exigencies, is itself a real contact with this devouring flame (see 

Heb 12:25). It is the meeting place with God, and reveals Him to us. 

The Prayer of Solitaries 

All Our Prayer Bears the Imprint of Solitude 

We have discerned a connaturality between prayer and solitude, 

that is, all our prayer bears the imprint of solitude; to advance towards 

God means to enter into silence and peace. In the measure that our 

prayer becomes precisely a prayer in solitude, it tends to simplify and 

to free itself from all multiplicity, and thus to better reveal our identi-

ty as solitaries. 

“A single hair can get in the way of one’s vision, and a minor 

preoccupation can disturb one’s solitude. For solitude means 

stripping oneself of thoughts, and renouncing even reasona-

ble concerns” (John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 

p. 269). 

Such a silent and restful attitude in our prayer is thus a funda-

mental requirement, a need which demands favorable conditions for 

its development. But how far we fall short of the ideal! For not only 

useless distractions, but the very multitude of our thoughts, can easily 

occupy our mind, and distract it from the simplicity to which it is 

called. And yet, 

“the fruit of the solitary life is an absence of care, stranger to 

both reasonable and unreasonable concerns. For if you open 

the door to the first, you will inevitably wind up in the second. 

The second point is uninterrupted prayer, the third, the inte-

rior life in the invisible sanctuary of the heart” (ibid., p. 268). 

Why do we remain so far from this ideal? 

Do We Have Sufficient Perseverance…? 

The Statutes give us the reason in multiplying allusions to the 

painful stages that must be traversed before reaching interior peace.  
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“The journey is long, and the way dry and barren, that must 

be traveled to attain the font of water, the land of promise” 

(RS 4.1; 12.1).  

Do we have sufficient perseverance to continue to the very end 

of our journey, enough courage to endure the thirst? This is most like-

ly the crux, or at least one of them, of the inadequacy of our prayer. 

We would all like to be men of God, but have we really resolved to 

pay the price? Consider, for example, how emphatically the Statutes 

remind us that interior recollection can only be acquired through the 

imposition of harsh restrictions in the matter of what comes to us 

from the outside, whether news of current events or books giving us 

the latest slants. It is all too easy to say: “I don’t find this a hindrance; 

I can assimilate it without its harming my prayer.” In fact, however, 

the transparency called for in a heart entirely surrendered to God is 

incomparably more demanding. 

 

 

 

The way is indicated to us by that untranslatable formula of Saint 

Augustine, quoted by Guigo and always included in our Statutes: 

“Nihil laboriosius quam non laborare” (“There is no harder work 

than not working,” RS 4.2; 12.3; Customs, 14.5). There is nothing so 

difficult as to leave our need for activity without any apparent outlet. 

This sacrifice is the basic one in a life such as ours. Admittedly, we 

must know how to respect the calls of a normal human equilibrium 

and not stunt ourselves. Still nothing must make us deviate from the 

“…to advance 
towards God 

means to enter 
into silence and 

peace.” 
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straight path: this “busy leisure, at rest in tranquil activity” (RS 6.16; 

Bruno, Letter to Raoul le Verd, 6). 

Yet let us not exaggerate the difficulty: the first difficult step is 

mainly that of embarking on the way of silence. 

“In the early stages of our Carthusian life we may find si-

lence a burden; however, if we are faithful, there will gradu-

ally be born within us of our silence itself something that will 

draw us on to still greater silence” (RS 4.3; 14.1). 

If we allow our prayer to be permeated by a tranquil repose, this 

will in turn bring us, as if by its own weight, to the profound silence 

where God awaits us. Let us not fear the combat through which we 

must pass, for, as Saint Bruno says, 

“God rewards His athletes with the longed-for prize: peace 

that the world does not know, and joy in the Holy Spirit” (RS 

6.16; 12.9 = St 6.16; 12.10; Letter to Raoul le Verd, 6). 

Our Destination: a Prayer That Is Itself Silence 

Even if we are still far from the goal, it is consoling to contem-

plate it in order to acquire per-

severance for the long stages of 

the journey that will take us 

there. “Our principal endeavor 

and goal is to devote ourselves 

to silence” (RS 4.1; 12.1). This 

is our destination: a prayer that 

is itself silence; not speculation 

about silence, but precisely the 

cessation of all thought, so that 

our heart may be free from 

thought and no longer filled 

with anything but God. 

This reality transcends our 

everyday language, and to ex-

plain it, the Statutes make use of 

a remarkably powerful meta-

phor: “to reflect one image only, 

that of Christ” (RS 13.15), beyond all noise and movement. The form 

of prayer that is proposed to us consists finally in being nothing more 



17 

than a reflection: receiving, by God’s gracious will, the image of His 

Son, like an unblemished mirror, allowing Him to beget His own 

Word within us, not by our own words or considerations, but through 

our descending to the deepest level of our solitude, to the center of 

our being. 

Let us not dismiss all this as exaggerated pretension, a state re-

served by the Holy Spirit for a few rare souls. The Statutes mark out 

this way as being the Carthusian vocation, the reward of fidelity and 

humility. We are perfectly well aware that it surpasses our capabili-

ties, and that it could never be the fruit of a purely human effort. But 

we know, too, that God loves us, and that this was the reason for His 

calling us to live in His intimacy. We must only allow Him to work in 

us, renouncing the noise and agitations that keep us in this “region of 

unlikeness” to Him. 

 

“This is our 
destination: 

a prayer 
that is itself 
silence…” 

 

 
CHURCH OF THE FORMER CHARTERHOUSE 

OF CHALAIS (FRANCE) 
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The Degrees of Solitude 

Prayer and solitude are mutually inclusive. The way we conceive 

of solitude and enter into it will therefore have an effect on the quality 

of our prayer. In fact, there are many possible attitudes with regard to 

solitude, corresponding to different levels of openness of mind, and 

especially of heart. The psychological counterfeits of solitude are nu-

merous; they leave us enclosed in our egoism and constitute one of 

the most subtle obstacles to the authenticity of our prayer. Entrance 

into the true solitude to which God calls us can only take place as the 

conclusion of a series of progressive advances, each succeeding the 

other, and often corresponding to a genuine reform of our interior be-

ing. 

 

 

 

Solitude under Obedience 

The Statutes contain a whole body of doctrine prescribing rigor-

ous norms concerning solitude to which we must submit. Is being a 

good solitary simply a matter of following these regulations faithfully, 
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and seeking the necessary permission from the superior when we are 

unable to observe them? 

Reading the Statutes in this light undoubtedly answers a certain 

spiritual need. We are not pure spirits, free from all bodily constraint. 

Our fidelity to the inner prompting of the Spirit has to be sustained by 

an outer framework, and guided by a permanent set of instructions. 

Besides, solitude understood in this way corresponds to a sort of 

gradual formation: it is fortunate that such a well-delineated frame-

work should be given us to allow us to enter fully and honestly into 

solitude. 

The grace that is joined to this way of approaching solitude is 

that of obedience. The spiritual dynamism contained in separation 

from the world, silence with the brethren, etc., is placed under its 

standard. Solitude then becomes only one observance among many, 

and receives its sole merit from the “blessing of obedience” (RS 7.14; 

16.14 = St 7.14; 16.8). 

The earliest episodes of the history of Israel are an illustration of 

this stance before God. At the command of the Most High, for exam-

ple, Abraham leaves his relations for the land of Canaan, where he 

remains for the rest of his days as a stranger and pilgrim. Obedience 

plunges him into a solitude that at times is austere, but which he ac-

cepts with magnanimity, charged as it is with promises of heaven. 

Even more enlightening is the example of Israel in the desert. 

Despite their dullness and lack of interest, the children of the promise 

hearkened to Moses and left for the 

solitude of Sinai. For forty years it is 

obedience that will conduct them 

through the desert, towards a prom-

ised land whose blessings hardly 

concern them. It is truly under the 

constraint of a rigorous submission 

emanating from God’s love, but 

showing itself frequently through 

severe interventions, that this epoch 

of Israel’s history is consummated, 

an epoch that is the mold in which 

the people of God is cast, and whose apex is the revelation of the Lord 

on Sinai. This exodus will always be the mysterious prefiguration of 

THE EXODUS 
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what the Son of God was Himself to accomplish, when, bearing us 

along with Himself, He passed from this world to the Father. 

In the last analysis, solitude considered as a point of the rule, as 

one observance among many, is a rich but inadequate notion of what 

God is asking of us. We must be careful not to hold it in contempt, for 

it is the bearer of graces, and has its role to play in the life of each one 

of us. But we cannot be content with it: it must be assumed into a 

broader and deeper perspective, in which solitude is no longer im-

posed from without, but springs spontaneously from a need within. 

Solitude as Separation from Others 

Entrance into solitude necessarily implies a decision to separate 

oneself, to cut oneself off from those around us. Here, again, the Stat-

utes open up a number of perspectives which show that this way of 

envisioning solitude is well-founded. “Love for our brothers should 

show itself firstly in respect for their solitude” (RS 4.4; 12.5 = St 4.4; 

12.6). We must avoid all unnecessary contacts, we are asked to turn 

away friends who would like to see us. We refuse categorically every 

form of apostolate that would compromise the simplicity of our si-

lence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One could draw up a whole catalogue of things we give up of our 

own free will, knowing that in spite of the pain they may cause both 

others and ourselves, they are an indispensable condition for authentic 

BRUNO AND HIS COMPANIONS LEAVING RHEIMS 
A CARTHUSIAN MONK, 1998 
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solitude. These precautions for avoiding contact with our neighbor, 

seen at their most exalted level, might be termed “spiritual virginity.” 

We can readily see in this attitude a sort of reproduction of the 

spirit that reigned for so many centuries in the early history of Israel, 

as it gradually asserted itself against its enemies and its powerful 

neighbors in the Promised Land. A sort of intransigence characterized 

the people of God at that time, especially those among the most spir-

itual, and their refusal to mingle with the foreign peoples. It was a 

necessity for them and nothing less than a question of life or death. 

Before they entered into the Promised Land, the Lord Himself had 

forcefully instructed them to avoid all compromise with the nations 

they were going to encounter. If they truly wanted to become the peo-

ple of God, they would have to cut themselves off from the pagans 

around them. This refusal to intermingle was the very guarantee of 

their existence. The countless temptations to betrayal which they 

knew they bore within them as a nation made the friends of God all 

the more zealous and careful to keep it distant from all contaminating 

influences. This was a necessary stage on the road towards a more 

lofty understanding of their vocation. 

Thus, it would be an error on our part to condemn such a solitude 

on the pretext that it is too negative. It is true that conduct of this sort 

is incomplete, and unable to bring us to the goal; but solitude must 

always maintain this courageous attitude of refusal to compromise if 

it wishes to remain truly itself. The history of monasticism shows that 

only those religious families that held firmly to this rule conserved 

their solitary character, while the others, doubtless because their voca-

tion was different, were swiftly led to a cenobitic style of life, and, in 

the majority of cases, to a resuming of regular contact with the world. 

This, however, does not prevent such a solitude-of-denial from 

being unable to bring peace and equilibrium to our souls: in a sense, it 

implies an interior “amputation,” an affective and intellectual mutila-

tion of our being. Normally it ends up by creating anxiety and nerv-

ous tension, since it keeps the entire man in an artificial attitude. It is 

certainly an incipient form of love for God, but one which at times 

ignores the love of our brothers. The exterior separation that is im-

posed on us is only legitimate to the extent that it is taken up into a 

solitude that is higher and more open. 
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Solitude Closed in on Itself 

The negative attitude we have been speaking of is an initial reac-

tion to the discovery of solitude, and one that is perhaps immature; 

one’s whole joy is to give himself up to it even if this involves painful 

sacrifices. A more positive attitude, however, normally follows. One 

takes up residence, in a way, in his solitude; by a sort of instinctive 

reaction, he has a tendency then to set it up as a self-sufficient world 

apart. It has its own rules and distinctive spirit, and little by little he 

becomes aware of the value and merits of life in solitude, and finds a 

purely natural security there. He will then be inclined to evaluate the 

rest of the world in terms of this solitude, which seems pure and rich-

er in spiritual values. The solitary will be tempted to consider his de-

sert as the center of the universe. He has found life there, a life of 

which he knows the rest of men have need. He is open to others, 

therefore, but only to assimilate them and reduce them to his own di-

mensions. His solitude, thus, remains closed. 

Such conduct is very reminiscent of the Old Law, as Paul con-

demned it among the early Christians, lured by the experienced secu-

rity that its many rites assured. It had been instituted by the Lord as a 

form of pedagogy, destined gradually to lead Israel to a real interior 

availability to the Spirit. Only the faithful remnant followed this road 

willed by God, while the vast majority made of the Law a harsh and 

rigid shell no longer able to prepare the ways of the Lord. 
 

 
 

It would be wrong to condemn absolutely solitude conceived as a 

world unto itself designated to lead the soul to its inmost center. Yet it 

cannot be denied that a too enclosed view of the desert leads almost of 

“… it cannot be denied that a too enclosed view 
of the desert leads almost of necessity to an in-
stinctive attitude of superiority, a sort of caste 

pride. One is tempted to live as though solitude 
were meaningful in itself, and as if its only role 
were not that of being a transparency to God.” 
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necessity to an instinctive attitude of superiority, a sort of caste pride. 

One is tempted to live as though solitude were meaningful in itself, 

and as if its only role were not that of being a transparency to God. 

The Seduction of the Far East 

At present there is a special type of this solitude closed in on it-

self which appeals to minds attracted to contemplation. The ancient 

techniques of the Far East, hidden for centuries, are now coming 

abundantly to light, promising recollection, the return into oneself, 

and the incomparable joys of the most profound interior silence. 

These techniques, in what is most serious and authentic in them, ef-

fectively allow the one who surrenders himself to them completely to 

reach an equilibrium and interior peace capable of enticing many 

souls. What is involved is truly a contemplative illumination. 

For we are here faced with a development, pushed to the ex-

treme, of the virtualities present in the human soul, created in the im-

age and likeness of God. To the extent that it is able, thanks to tech-

niques of the natural order, to free itself from all that divides its atten-

tion, and gaze on itself as the incomparable mirror of the divinity, it 

enters the domain of an authentic contemplation. After the necessary 

purifications, it sees itself in its union with the whole created uni-

verse, an even more 

marvelous image of 

the Creator. How 

could we resist not 

being taken in by 

such perspectives, if 

nothing more excel-

lent were offered 

us? 

The drama of 

Job in his miserable 

state, however, in-

jects a discordant 

note into this opti-

mism. He also had found his happiness and equilibrium in sincerely 

doing all that was asked of him to free himself from evil. Yet, without 

knowing it, he had reduced God to his own dimensions, never dream-

JOB BEFORE (TOP) AND 

DURING (BOTTOM) HIS TRIAL 
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ing that there were other possibilities for being faithful to his interior 

inclinations. His distress knows no bounds when he sees everything 

crumble, because “Someone” has broken into his closed universe and 

caused it to fall apart. He is in the process of discovering God, Who is 

not “his own size”; God Who is wholly other, and Who, precisely in 

this complete difference from Job himself, is the only true source of 

the happiness he craves. 

So it is with all solitude that is closed in upon itself, whether in 

the Old Testament, or in the programs of the Far East: they do not 

involve a real gift of self; on the contrary, they represent a canoniza-

tion of the world sufficient to itself. This is an image of the transcend-

ent God, but only an image. As soon as the uncreated Exemplar 

comes to burst this security, “the mountains quake before Him” 

(Is 63:19). 

The Solitude of the Heart of God 

The solitude that is genuine and full is that which rejoins its 

source. It is not obedience to an external law; it is not a fleeing from 

others; it is not the world closed in upon itself, rather it is an encoun-

ter with the Living God. Solitude is a gratuitous gift meant to be re-

ceived in all humility; it is not our own achievement, nor anyone 

else’s. It is not a matter of doing anything, nor of attempting to be-

come somebody: it is communion with the solitude of God. This di-

vine solitude is not His isolation with respect to creatures so different 

from Himself, as is occasionally said all too glibly: it is the plenitude 

He finds in the intimacy with His Word, springing forth from His 

bosom and returning to Him again in the unity of the Spirit. 

It is in and through Christ that we will penetrate into this true sol-

itude which is God. Thus we are led to ask what the teaching of Jesus 

is concerning solitude: according to the Gospels, how did He live soli-

tude Himself? 
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The Solitude of Jesus 

The Council bids us make of our life a transparent manifestation 

of Jesus: 

“Religious should carefully see to it that through them, to be-

lievers and nonbelievers alike, the Church truly gives an in-

creasingly clearer revelation of Christ; through them, the 

Lord should be shown contemplating on the mountain” (LG 

46). 

The Statutes, with even greater urgency, ask us to see in the Sav-

ior 

“the first example of our Carthusian life, when He retired 

alone to the desert and gave Himself to prayer and the interi-

or life” (RS 2.10). 

Guigo had already applied himself to finding in certain of the 

more outstanding events of Christ’s life the source from which our 

solitude draws its life (see RS 2.9). But he invites us to take up the 

task on our own account: 

“…the reader should not be content with the above examples 

in praise of our vocation; let him gather many more, either 

from present experience or from the pages of Sacred Scrip-

ture” (RS 2.12; Customs, 80.12). 

In fact, it is fascinating to read the Gospel with a view to discov-

ering there all the indications that would allow us to discern the at-

traction that solitude had for Christ, and all the treasures of intimacy 

with his Father that He found there. It is an investigation of this sort 

that we would like to attempt now, although not with the idea of pre-

senting something definitive: the search we have in view is one that 

should engage the heart of each one of us, a meditation that is con-

stantly renewed, and with ever-greater nearness to the Lord. The par-

agraphs which follow are rather designed to point out orientations, 

and to incite each one of us to take upon himself this entering into the 

prayer-filled solitude of Jesus. The presentation, therefore, is inten-

tionally schematic. 
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The Prayer of Jesus in the Gospels 

Jesus Flees from the Crowd in order to Pray 

 after His baptism, He leaves for the desert impelled by 

the Spirit, in order to be tempted there (Mt 4:1-11; Mk 

1:12 ff.; Lk 4:1-13); 

 “to pray” after working cures (Mk 1:35,45; Lk 5:16); 

 after the multiplication of the loaves (Mt 14:23; Mk 

6:46 ff.; see Jn 6:13) “and He was there alone” (Mt 

14:23; Mk 6:47). 

 

 

 

 

The Prayer of Jesus and the Community of His Dis-

ciples 

 spending the whole night in prayer to God before 

choosing His disciples (Lk 6:12); 

 before the confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi (Lk 

9:18); 

 “I thank You, Father, Lord of heaven and earth,” (Mt 

11:25 ff.; Lk 10:17-21); 

 before teaching the “Our Father” (Lk 11:1); 

 the High-Priestly prayer (Jn 17). 
 

JESUS IN THE DESERT 

CHARTERHOUSE OF MONTALEGRE 
(SPAIN) 
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Intimate Prayer of Jesus in the Company of Peter, 

John and James 

 the Transfiguration (Mt 17:1-9; Mk 9:2-9; Lk 9:28 ff.); 

 Gethsemane (Mt 26:3745; Mk 14:3341; Lk 22:41; see 

in 12:27). 

Jesus Alone with the Father 

 in the face of men’s lack of faith (Jn 8:29; 16:32; see 

10:30; 14:9 ff.); 

 abandoned by His disciples (Mt 26:56; Mk 14:50; see 

Jn 16:32); 

 on Calvary (Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34; Lk 23:34,46). 

Jesus Leaves the World 

 He returns to the Father (Lk 24:57; Jn 16:28; 17:11); 

THE CALLING OF PETER AND ANDREW, 
DUCCIO DI BUONINSEGNA, D. 1318 
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 yet He remains with His disciples (Mt 28:20; see Jn 

16:7,22); 

 in unending intercession (Rom 8:24; Heb 7:25; 1 in 

2:1). 

N.B. Texts not cited above: Baptism of Jesus (Lk 3:21; 

Jn 11:41). 

How to Read These Texts 

This grouping of texts, as we have done it, is not accidental: the 

certitude arises spontaneously that the prayer of Jesus as reported by 

the Gospels, and especially by the Gospel of Luke, is situated in both 

a material context and spiritual design that are well-determined. We 

will try to follow three successive readings that will allow us to grasp 

more and more closely the Gospel message on this point: 

 A reading close to the text itself, making evident the major 

lines of force in the attitude of Jesus Himself. 

 An ecclesial reading, in all probability corresponding to the 

primary intention of the Gospel: what instruction can every 

Christian derived from it? 

 A reading “in the style of Guigo,” to discern how the prayer 

of Jesus can set the pattern for our own, precisely in what is 

characteristic of our vocation. 

First Reading: Prayer and Solitude of Jesus 

 a. Jesus separates Himself from the crowd when He 

wishes to pray. 

 b. In general, He is then with the community of His 

disciples; 

 yet remains at a distance when His prayer is per-

sonal; 

 His prayer bears on the community life of His dis-

ciples, and leads them to God; 

 the most elevated moments of prayer are still times 

of most intimate communion with certain of those 

closest to Him, who are nonetheless rather uninspir-

ing in their behavior. 
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 c. There is a type of prayer in which Jesus is alone with 

the Father; 

 apparently rejected or abandoned by men, as on 

Calvary; 

 at the level of His unique relation of Son to the Fa-

ther; 

 even then, however, there is an implicit communion 

with His disciples present at the Transfiguration 

and in Gethsemane, when, in their company, Jesus 

entered into the mystery of the Father’s will (Lk 

9:31; Mt 26:39; Mk 14:36; Lk 22:42). 
 

 

 

 d. In returning to the Father, Jesus enters His greatest 

solitude as incarnate, with no like companion besides 

Mary. There, His prayer takes on its most perfect form: 

through the Spirit, He becomes intimately present to 

GETHSEMANI 
MODERN ICON 
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the heart of every man and unceasingly gives life to the 

Church. It is He Who prays in us. 

Second Reading: Prayer of the Christian after the 

Example of Jesus 

 a. Prayer separates one from the crowd: one must pray 

in the seclusion of his room (Mt 6:6; RS 11.2). 

 b. Personal prayer is a living communion with the dis-

ciples of Jesus, that is, with the Church; 

 still a certain distance arises from prayer; 

 which nonetheless leads in turn to an even deeper 

communion among Christians; 

 also, Jesus grants a more intimate form of prayer to 

certain of those closest to Him, and this intimacy 

with Jesus separates them from the other disciples. 

 c. The love of the Father and the poverty of the disciple 

(and thus of the Church) meet in the redemption ac-

complished by Jesus alone, into which we must incor-

porate ourselves and which surpasses all our weakness 

and sin. 

 d. The presence of Christ today through His Spirit is 

the heart of all prayer. 

Third Reading: Prayer of the Christian Called to the 

Charterhouse 

 a. Solitude, apart from the world, is the first condition 

of our prayer. 

 b. In solitude we discover 

 a communion with our brothers, 

 and a new solitude in relation to them, 

 both of which nourish our prayer. 

 c. The very intimacy with Christ creates 

 both a deeper type of solitude, 

 and a more profound communion, 
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 in a prayer which flows more and more from the 

action of the Lord Himself. 

 d. The heart of every prayer is above all human contact 

in the silence and peace of the cell, where God is pre-

sent to us beyond words, in a lived participation in the 

mystery of the Cross. 

 e. Whoever surrenders himself in Jesus to the love of 

the Father receives the solitude of the resurrected 

Christ, “hidden with Christ in God” (Col 3:3), and a 

fellowship in the Spirit with each man and all men to-

gether. 

 

 

The Transfiguration 

The different readings of the prayer of Christ that we have been 

attempting reveal that this prayer is always very closely, and even 

inseparably, bound at once to a certain solitude, and to some form of 

communion. As a concrete example, we take the Lord’s Transfigura-

tion (Mt 17:1-9; Mk 9:2-9; Lk 9:28-29) and find once again in it these 

three complementary poles: prayer-solitude-communion. Again, we 

will only present it schematically, since this is not the place for a 

Gospel commentary. Yet, following his own attraction, each one can 

easily develop the outline which follows: 

Prayer 

 Jesus goes to pray on the mountain. 

 He asks Peter, James and John to come with Him, to 

unite themselves with His prayer. 

 The splendor of His glory shines upon them and they 

enjoy inexpressible happiness. 

“The heart of every prayer is above all 
human contact in the silence and peace 
of the cell, where God is present to us 
beyond words, in a lived participation 

in the mystery of the Cross.” 
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 The Father reveals to them the love for the Son: not in 

the measure of their own efforts, but to the extent of 

their participation in the solitary prayer of Jesus. 

 

 

 

Solitude 

 They ascend the mountain. 

 Jesus chooses Peter, James and John only—apart from 

the other apostles. 

 These three however remain separated from Jesus: 

heavy with sleep, frightened, not knowing what they 

are saying. 

 They enter the cloud which isolates them from all that 

is not God. 

 Then they descend, enclosed in silence with the secret 

that has been confided to them. 

 

THE TRANSFIGURATION 
ST. CATHERINE’S MONASTERY, 6TH CENTURY 
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Communion 

 Peter, James and John are called to accompany Jesus. 

 Moses and Elijah are associated with Jesus in glory. 

 Peter wishes to give them hospitality. 

 The Father grants the disciples a participation in His 

own communion with the Son. 

 Jesus shares with them the secret of the redemption. 

 

 

  
“AND AS THEY WERE COMING DOWN THE 

MOUNTAIN, HE CHARGED THEM TO TELL NO 

ONE WHAT THEY HAD SEEN, UNTIL THE SON 

OF MAN SHOULD HAVE RISEN 
FROM THE DEAD” 

(MK 9:9). 
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Our Prayer as Learned from Jesus 

We should try to draw some conclusions from the study of the 

prayer of Jesus that we have made. 

The Gospel texts fix our attention on what constitutes the very 

basis of our vocation: prayer, solitude, communion. These are not 

three different requirements grouped together artificially, but three 

inseparable aspects of the life of Christ. 

All Christ’s personal prayer to the Father takes place in solitude, 

and there are no times of solitude which are not by that very fact 

times of prayer. This solitary prayer is always situated in the context 

of a lived communion with those He loves. Communion, at all its de-

cisive points, is born of prayer; nevertheless this prayer occurs at a 

discrete distance from the group of the disciples. 

Do we not have here a brilliant guiding light for our own prayer? 

It is fundamentally solitary. The search for God is the sole reason for 

our solitude. When we wish to pray, we must engulf ourselves in soli-

tude. 

Yet our solitude is situated within the intimacy of a brotherly 

communion. It is a sharing and not a rejection. The solitude of each is 

a good that is common to us all, to such an extent that our prayer in 

solitude can only find its fullness and balance insofar as it is a living 

union with our brothers. 

There is no doubt that this communion often assumes a form that 

is veiled and completely interior, for “our part is to remain hidden in 

the shelter of the Lord’s presence” (RS 6.4; 13.1); but the more we 

thus hide ourselves away in this face to face contact with God, the 

more we become one with the universal love which He bears toward 

all men in His Son. 

Thus, we may have to go beyond the instinctive feeling that the 

uncompromising search for God implies some sort of rejection of oth-

ers. On the contrary, our heart will be truly open to the love of the 

Father when it is ready to embrace in sincere communion every one 

of God’s children, beginning with our own brothers, who are the sac-

rament of His love: “that they may be one in us” (Jn 17:21). 

N 
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