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Spiritual Solitude May 29, 2016 
Part Six of Heart-to-Heart: A Study of Prayer by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 I Vant to Be Alone 

Anyone recognize this movie? This 

significant scene in cinematic history? This 

famous actress? 

It’s the 1932 film Grand Hotel starring Greta Garbo. And 

at this very moment in the film, Garbo says something that 

will forever resonate throughout her career, from interviews 

to celebrity toasts and more. It’s a line that would even 

shape some of her later movie roles, and would be parodied 

a million times over. 

Do you know what she says here? No? The American 

Film Institute says it’s the 30th most recognizable quote in 

movie history. 

She’s talking to her maid and her manager, and she 

pathetically utters these words: “I want to be alone.” She’ll 

say it again a couple of times before the movie is over: once 

with more gusto as a demand, and once as a declaration to a 

stranger (who she then falls in love with, ironically, and is no 

longer alone). 
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Introversion 

Still, that sentiment… that hunger for a little alone 

time… will resonate well with all the introverts in the room 

— which would be anywhere from 16-50% of you here 

today (depending on what research you prefer and what you 

believe about the idea of psychological continuums).  

The concept of introversion originated with Swiss 

psychiatrist, Carl Jung (the founder of analytical psych). 

And, despite the misconception that introversion and 

extroversion are on a sliding scale — that the more 

introverted you are the less extroverted you are — the real 

theory is that everyone has both an introverted and 

extroverted capacity; it’s just that one tends to be more 

dominant than the other. 

Introverts tend to draw their mental (and perhaps 

physical energy) for day-to-day tasks through activities that 

are more reserved and reflective. They take pleasure in 

solitary experiences. They’re not shy; that’s a completely 

different psychological trait. But they recharge when they’re 

alone, when they have time to think and process what 

they’re experiencing, when they’re not being drained by 

social interaction. 

And they totally get Garbo’s plea: “I want to be alone.” 
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I used to test off the scale as an extrovert on all the 

psych profiles. Then, 10 years ago, I went through a really 

painful emotional experience and my personality changed. 

Now I test pretty heavily as an introvert… so I’m with Garbo 

here. As much as I love being with people — and I really do 

love social connections! — my internal batteries crave 

solitude sometime. (With Margo being out of town this week 

visiting her dad in Phoenix, I’m making the most of the 

aloneness.) 

The Spiritual Need for Solitude 

Now, the extroverts in the room — and studies show 

that is the majority of us — extroverts will struggle with 

what I’m about to suggest this morning, because your 

batteries are charged by being with other people. Solitude 

can seem uncomfortable… even draining in some ways. 

Yet solitude is one of the most important experiences in 

our spiritual growth with God.  

Yes, we need each other as part of our spiritual journey. 

God has brought us together as a family. We need the social 

connection to challenge us, stretch our perspective, and 

practice sharing the grace of God. The Lord wants us to laugh 

together, cry together, serve together, stand firm together, 

and share all of life’s amazing adventure. We grow in groups. 
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(Which is maybe why we’re always encouraging everyone 

here to plug into a Growth Group. Hey, it’s the way Jesus 

changed lives, right?) 

But there’s more to growth than what we see in social 

connections. Margo and I have this bush — well, I don’t 

know if it’s a “bush,” actually — but it’s some kind of tall 

plant that is right outside our window at home. The birds 

just love it; every morning, as I check email and such, there 

are sparrows and cardinals hanging out in this bush, 

chirping away. And that bush grows quickly. I mean really 

quickly. Even though it gets cut back every year, by the 

beginning of summer the thing is already 8 or 9 feet high. 

That’s kind of like the growth that we see in social 

connections. That’s extroverted growth, and it’s beautiful. 

But in order for that bush to grow, there’s something 

happening that we don’t see. Something down deep. 

Something in the secret of the soil. There are roots growing 

down there as well, away from where others can see. And 

that growth is just as important as the towering branches 

and leaves I see outside my window. In fact, if that deep, 

secret growth wasn’t happening, the thing would be dead. 

(Or, perhaps worse, we’d have something that looks 

green but isn’t really alive. We call that a “silk plant.” We call 

that a “fake.” And who wants a world full of fakes?) 
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So, extroverts, we need to learn a little about how to 

experience solitude as part of our ongoing study on prayer 

here at Hope.  

But, introverts, we need to learn something, too. Yes, I 

get it. “I want to be alone.” But I’m not talking about the kind 

of solitude that is self-focused. It would be really tempting to 

use our solitude to feed our psychological needs rather than 

pushing ourselves to experience something spiritual. 

So my suggestion this morning is that we all need to 

learn the prayerful art of spiritual solitude. Without it, we’re 

either fake or we’re dead. But with a healthy discipline of 

spiritual solitude, we can grow in both our depth and in our 

impact on the world. 

Moses’ Place of Meeting 

Let me show you what I mean. In fact, let me show you 

kind of an extreme example to get us started. 

Throughout the book of Exodus, God and Moses kept 

flipping roles regarding what to do with the foolish, 

immature, sinful Israelites. God had rescued them from 

Egypt and was leading them to the land he had promised 

their ancestors. They were being blessed in the most 

extraordinary and miraculous way. But they kept acting out 

— chasing after pagan superstitions, adorning themselves 
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with the riches of Egypt like trophies, complaining that God 

wasn’t doing enough for them, etc. As a result, there were 

times when God said he was ready to get rid of the whole lot 

of them and start over with Moses alone, but Moses would 

plead for mercy. And there were times when Moses was so 

frustrated with the people that he was “praying a few 

imprecatory psalms” (like we saw last week), but God would 

calm Moses down and remind him about grace. 

Then, in Exodus 33, God and Moses came up with an 

arrangement to figure things out… to talk about this national 

adventure they were on, along with just about everything 

else. God told the people to get rid of the fancy jewelry and 

clothes, and to embrace a little humility. He called the people 

“stiff-necked,” and said that if they were hanging out with 

him like they were hanging out with each other, they’d never 

survive his holiness. 

Then we learn all about Moses’ experience of spiritual 

solitude with God. 

It was Moses’ practice to take the Tent of Meeting 

and set it up some distance from the camp. 

Everyone who wanted to make a request of the 

LORD would go to the Tent of Meeting outside the 

camp. (Exodus 33:7 NLT)  
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So there was kind of this national place of prayer. God 

was establishing himself much the way an ancient near-

eastern king would have held court for all his subjects who 

wanted to bring matters before their sovereign. 

And this was a really big deal. They didn’t need some 

human authority to guide them; they had God himself! The 

people understood this and respected it. 

Whenever Moses went out to the Tent of Meeting, 

all the people would get up and stand in the 

entrances of their own tents. They would all watch 

Moses until he disappeared inside. (Exodus 33:8 NLT)  

As he went into the tent, the pillar of cloud would 

come down and hover at its entrance while the 

LORD spoke with Moses. When the people saw the 

cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, they 

would stand and bow down in front of their own 

tents. (Exodus 33:9–10 NLT)  

They realized that meeting with God — that having a 

heart-to-heart with the Lord — is an extremely sacred 

experience. 

Now, Moses wasn’t entirely alone with God in there. We 

read that he had a young assistant — a man named Joshua 
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(yeah, the guy who would go on to lead the siege of Jericho 

and the conquest of the Promised Land) — and Joshua 

would hang out with Moses there. But, hey! Moses was over 

80 at this point, and God was busy giving him all the details 

of the Law, the Covenant, the policies for national 

government, etc. Sort of makes sense to have a personal 

assistant there jotting down notes, managing the crowd 

outside, etc. 

But inside the tent? Those conversations between 

Moses and God? That “all alone” time that they shared in 

spiritual solitude? 

Inside the Tent of Meeting, the LORD would speak to 

Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend. (Exodus 

33:11 NLT)  

Now that’s what I’m talking about!  Face-to-face with 

God. Heart-to-heart. The Creator and his created, talking 

together as friends. 

This is what we’re pursuing together, folks. This study 

of prayer… it leads to this. Face-to-face as friends. One-on-

one with God. 

In the paragraphs that follow, we’re given an example of 

the conversation between Moses and God… a really pivotal 

conversation. Moses tells God, 
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“You have told me, ‘I know you by name, and I look 

favorably on you.’ If it is true that you look 

favorably on me, let me know your ways so I may 

understand you more fully and continue to enjoy 

your favor.” (Exodus 33:12–13 NLT)  

“Hey, we’re close and all, right? You and me, God? And 

you know me really well. I mean, you are God after all! So I 

want to know you that well. If I’m going to lead these people 

— and they are your people — I want to know how you think. 

I want to understand your purposes, your passions, your 

priorities.” 

God responds by telling Moses that he won’t be alone; 

God will be with him every step of the way. 

The LORD replied, “I will personally go with you, 

Moses, and I will give you rest—everything will be 

fine for you.” (Exodus 33:14 NLT)  

Which, you know, is great and all. But Moses still has 

questions, and the conversation continues with him sort of 

dancing around trying to get to the point. Moses asks: 

“How will anyone know that you look favorably on 

me—on me and on your people—if you don’t go 
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with us? For your presence among us sets your 

people and me apart from all other people on the 

earth.” (Exodus 33:16 NLT)  

“I mean, it’s great that you know me, and I love our times 

together. This spiritual solitude thing is awesome! But it’s just 

you and me in this tent here, God. And in a little while, I have 

to go out and face the nation. And the nation has to face the 

other nations. How will the world know that you and I have 

had this sweet, deep, wonderful heart-to-heart time, and that 

you are with me?” 

The LORD replied to Moses, “I will indeed do what 

you have asked, * for I look favorably on you, and I 

know you by name.” (Exodus 33:17 NLT)  

* I promised that I would lead you, and I will. 

Moses responded, “Then show me your glorious 

presence.” (Exodus 33:18 NLT)  

And God does. To the extent that Moses could physically 

encounter the glory of God without being blown away to 

dust, God reveals himself fully to Moses. 
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In the month that followed, God and Moses met 

continually. They shifted the conversation to the top of Mt. 

Sinai, where the Law was first given. And as Moses fasted, 

God gave him all the details of the Covenant. 

And the personal impact on Moses was tangible.  

When Moses came down Mount Sinai carrying the 

two stone tablets inscribed with the terms of the 

covenant, he wasn’t aware that his face had 

become radiant because he had spoken to the LORD. 
(Exodus 34:29 NLT)  

As you might imagine, the people were a little freaked 

out. “God rubbed off on Moses.” He had a bit of God’s glory 

clinging to him. So he covered his face with a veil — keeping 

the impact of his heart-to-heart with God something private 

and personal. He would only remove the veil when he went 

back into the Tent of Meeting to hang out with God some 

more. 

Now, that shining radiance faded over time. And, sadly, 

Moses kept on wearing the veil, so the people thought he 

was still shining even though he wasn’t. Moses kind of 

shifted a bit from authentic intimacy to kind of fake piety. 

And people are just as prone to do that today. “Hey, I’ll be 

praying for you…” but then they never pray for you. The truth 
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is that it’s far too easy to look like you’re close to God when 

you’re walking among his people. But the goal isn’t to look 

healthy. (A really convincing silk plant can do that!) The goal 

is to really grow deep and intimate with the Lord. 

Okay, okay… but that was Moses, right? I mean, he’s 

kind of unique in history. There’s only one Moses… and you 

and I aren’t him. We don’t have a Tent of Meeting the way he 

did, right? Our heart-to-heart conversations with God aren’t 

like that, right? 

Just listen to what Paul wrote to the Christians in 

Corinth in the 1st century. He’s talking about the Old 

Covenant that was handed down on Sinai with the New 

Covenant that was accomplished for us at the cross. But 

listen carefully and consider the implications for our own 

deep, secret, solitary, life-changing, heart-to-heart 

connections with our heavenly Father: 

The old way, with laws etched in stone, led to 

death, though it began with such glory that the 

people of Israel could not bear to look at Moses’ 

face. For his face shone with the glory of God, even 

though the brightness was already fading away. 
(2 Corinthians 3:7 NLT)  
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Shouldn’t we expect far greater glory under the 

new way, now that the Holy Spirit is giving life? (2 

Corinthians 3:8 NLT)  

If the old way, which brings condemnation, was 

glorious, how much more glorious is the new way, 

which makes us right with God! (2 Corinthians 3:9 NLT)  

In fact, that first glory was not glorious at all 

compared with the overwhelming glory of the new 

way. (2 Corinthians 3:10 NLT)  

Since this new way gives us such confidence, we can 

be very bold… Whenever someone turns to the 

Lord, the veil is taken away. (2 Corinthians 3:12, 16 NLT)  

For the Lord is the Spirit, and wherever the Spirit of 

the Lord is, there is freedom. (2 Corinthians 3:17 NLT)  

So all of us who have had that veil removed can see 

and reflect the glory of the Lord. And the Lord—

who is the Spirit—makes us more and more like him 

as we are changed into his glorious image. (2 Corinthians 

3:18 NLT)  

Whoah. Do you see what God is telling us here? It’s 

almost too big to conceive! Moses enjoyed a really tight, 

intimate, deep, secret, solitary connection with God. They 

talked face-to-face as friends. But that was under the Old 
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Covenant, based on Law and rules and performance and 

failure and shame. Because of Christ, we can all come to God 

— face-to-face, heart-to-heart — to see his glory without 

fear or limitations, and then reflect that glory in a new way 

to the world around us. Our faces may not be glowing like 

Moses’ did, but our very lives will be reflecting the newness 

of life in Christ. 

Dear brothers and sisters, we can boldly enter 

heaven’s Most Holy Place because of the blood of 

Jesus. By his death, Jesus opened a new and life-

giving way through the curtain into the Most Holy 

Place. (Hebrews 10:19–20 NLT)  

(That curtain that was torn apart when Jesus died in our place.) 

Let us go right into the presence of God with 

sincere hearts fully trusting him… Let us hold tightly 

without wavering to the hope we affirm, for God 

can be trusted to keep his promise. (Hebrews 10:22–23 NLT)  

Having sought his forgiveness and having embraced his 

new life by grace, the only thing standing between us and 

God is… well… nothing! (Except, perhaps, for our own lack of 

initiative to carve out time.) 
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Jesus’ Example of Solitude 

When you pray, go away by yourself, shut the door 

behind you, and pray to your Father in private. Then 

your Father, who sees everything, will reward you. 
(Matthew 6:6 NLT)  

That’s what Jesus said. That’s what we saw on the very 

first step in this study of heart-to-heart prayer. “Make your 

own Tent of Meeting”… whatever that might be. “Go away by 

yourself. Find some quiet place to be alone with the Lord.” No 

veils hiding the truth of our spiritual connection (not that we 

need one in the New Covenant, but there’s nobody watching 

in our quiet, secret place anyways). 

But Jesus didn’t just say this; he demonstrated this. Over 

and over throughout Jesus’ ministry we see him pulling away 

from the social connections and finding a setting for spiritual 

solitude. 

 Was Jesus an extrovert? Was he energized by people, 

loving to be with them, always seeking a social 

connection? Absolutely. In fact, the religious 

establishment complained that he was having too 

much fun with folks. 

 But was Jesus an introvert, echoing Garbo’s famous “I 

want to be alone” so that he could stay connected 
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with the Father and energized for the task ahead? 

Absolutely. 

His whole ministry started that way. Right after his 

cousin, John the Baptist, declared that he was “the Lamb of 

God who takes away the sins of the world” and that everyone 

should listen to him, Jesus went off into the wilderness for a 

throw-down with the devil. He proved his supremacy, defied 

the fiercest temptation, and was blessed as… 

…Angels came and took care of Jesus. (Matthew 4:11 NLT)  

They “served” him. Not quite sure what that looked like, 

but that setting of solitude became a place where he was 

blessed and prepared for what came next. 

And it begins a pattern we see in Jesus’ life. For instance, 

in Luke 6, 

During this time that Jesus went out to the 

mountain to pray, and he spent all night in prayer to 

God. (Luke 6:12 NET)  

That’s some serious heart-to-heart solitude! When’s the 

last time you spent an entire day or night just hanging out 

with God? In this case, that night led to Jesus selecting the 

twelve men who would become his apprentices. He knew 
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not to move forward on a big decision without having that 

one-on-one night of prayer first. 

Or, in Matthew 14, 

Jesus went away… privately in a boat to an isolated 

place. (Matthew 14:13 NET)  

A night alone on a mountain. A day alone in a boat. This 

time, Jesus had just heard about the murder of his cousin, 

John the Baptist. It was the beginning of the violence and 

sacrifice that would be upon him soon enough. I imagine that 

he and the Father shared a deep heart-to-heart time of 

encouragement and preparation (despite the crowd’s efforts 

to chase Jesus around the shores and dominate his time once 

he landed). 

Jesus frequently had to adjust his own pursuit of 

introversion and solitude in order to minister to the 

demands of people. But, as Matthew shares, 

After sending them home, he went up into the hills 

by himself to pray. Night fell while he was there 

alone. (Matthew 14:23 NLT)  

Jesus gave and he gave and he gave. Then he sought an 

opportunity to “recharge his batteries” — alone in prayer. 
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In fact,  

Jesus often withdrew to the wilderness for prayer. 
(Luke 5:16 NLT)  

It was part of his routine. He made spiritual solitude a 

habit in his life. 

We see him pursuing this alone time on the mountain 

where his glory was revealed in front of Peter, James, and 

John. And, of course, we see the importance of solitude and 

prayer in his life on the night he was betrayed… as he 

pleaded with God and surrendered his will in the olive 

orchard outside of Jerusalem. 

Why did Jesus do it? I mean, Jesus was God incarnate. 

“The Word became flesh” to dwell among us. It’s not like 

Jesus needed to reconnect with himself. His prayers weren’t 

some kind of schizophrenic, split-personality, craziness. 

But Jesus was fully human, too. And as he walked 

through time and space, as he travelled the dusty roads of 

his creation in the midst of history, he knew that his physical 

life craved the connection to his spiritual life. 

 For in our time alone with the Lord, we find courage. 
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I prayed to the LORD, and he answered me. He freed 

me from all my fears. (Psalm 34:4 NLT)  

 In our time alone with the Lord, we find direction. 

Seek his will in all you do, and he will show you 

which path to take. (Proverbs 3:6 NLT)  

 In our time alone with the Lord, we find rest. 

“Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry 

heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 

11:28 NLT)  

If, indeed, Jesus is our very life now, then we can’t do life 

apart from him. We can’t experience his glory — much less 

reflect that glory to the rest of the world — unless we figure 

out our own “Tent of Meeting” experience and make it a 

priority in our routine. 
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“I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who 

remain in me, and I in them, * will produce much 

fruit. For apart from me you can do nothing.” (John 

15:5 NLT)  

* Literally, those who “dwell in him,” 

who “live out their lives connected to him” 

Conclusion 

Look, we all know how very busy life is. We’re 

constantly being pulled in a zillion different directions. 

Whether you’re an extrovert or an introvert, the world drains 

us. The world distracts us. The world confuses and bewilders 

and tempts and lies to us. 

Only a fool would seek to embrace God’s grace and then 

go on without him. 

Paul Tillich, the Lutheran theologian, once said: 

Language... has created the word “loneliness” to 

express the pain of being alone. And it has created 

the word solitude” to express the glory of being 

alone. (Paul Tillich) 

You may like the way Mother Theresa put it: 
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We need to find God, and he cannot be found in 

noise and restlessness. God is the friend of silence. 

See how nature — trees, flowers, grass — grows in 

silence; see the stars, the moon and the sun, how 

they move in silence... We need silence to be able 

to touch souls. (Mother Theresa) 

Well, there’s no doubt that God wants us to spend our 

time touching souls. We’re here to make a difference in the 

world. We’re here to connect with people, and then connect 

those people to God… just the way Jesus did. 

That means we need to do it the way Jesus did it. 

And that means we need to embrace the wonder and 

glory of silence. Of solitude and stillness. Of that beautiful, 

intimate, secret place with God. 

May you enjoy a deep and quiet time with God this 

week. May your roots go deep. May your soul be satisfied. 

And may your life shine with the glory of encountering him. 

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: In the Secret 

 


