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The hermit has been seen in Christian tradition as a person who confronts evil in a special way. In the past hermits often went into the desert; today they may live in towns and cities. The author is an Anglican solitary in life vows. 
When, as a novice in a religious order, I was first asked to be a handmaid to a hermit, who lived in a caravan on convent land, I was ready to be greatly impressed. I expected her to be a gaunt, ascetic, hollow-eyed, silent person who would take one look at me and know me to the very core of my being. We would, of course, never speak to each other, but I would receive, I thought, darshan, as the Hindus call it, from just fetching and carrying for her. 

I was told that each week she would leave me a note telling me what her needs were. Each week I would leave the goods in a basket in an appointed place. 

All went well, I thought, but when I went to get the hermit’s list after the first week there was a different note from the one I expected. "Novice Una", it said, "you gave me cornflakes, and I only eat All-Bran. Please get it right next time." 

A human hermit? Yes, very human, with likes and dislikes just like the rest of us. My illusions went out of the window, and so they should have done. Hermits are human. They come in all sorts of shapes and sizes and some of them can get quite egocentric at times. 

Since then I have had contact with many other hermits. Their lifestyles vary greatly. Some say a monastic office; some do not. Some never talk; others chatter nineteen to the dozen whenever they get the chance. Some get up at night; others sleep soundly all night long. Some are waited upon by other people; others go out to work. Some are obviously ascetic; others are not, or not outwardly so. Some live in hovels; some in comfortable houses. Some live in beautiful country surroundings; others in high-rise flats in ugly inner cities. A few are sombre; most are wonderfully joyous – at any rate, with their visitors. 

Hermits overlap with solitaries on the one hand, and anchorites on the other, so the terms need to be clarified. Solitaries are people who live in an inner solitude, even though many may live in community. Hermits have physical solitude. They have withdrawn into the "desert". They live in some degree of physical separation from the community around them, be it in country or town. Anchorites and anchoresses are hermits who are anchored to one location, usually close to a church. 

All hermits are called by God to dwell in solitude, but they sometimes live close to each other, like the Carthusian communities of hermits. It is surprising how many hermits through the ages, from the fourth century onwards, have been quite gregarious, quite mobile, quite involved in the affairs of the world. Charles de Foucauld, for instance, craved for solitude, but also longed for community, and he went visiting the Tuareg surprisingly often. Thomas Merton received a surprising number of visitors and kept up a large correspondence. Both men found God among people, in city streets, in social contacts, as well as when they were alone. 

To be alone is not the essence of such a vocation. Living in solitude and dwelling there all the time is. Hermits find God everywhere, because in solitude with Christ they are present to everyone who is in the Heart of Jesus, and so to the whole world. De Foucauld and Merton must have dwelt in inner solitude. Otherwise they could not have written as powerfully as they did, nor had so much influence on monasticism and contemplative spirituality as they both did. And this is one hallmark of true hermits – they have an inner space where they dwell all the time, and that is where, if you are fortunate, you meet them. 

Hermits go into solitude to become the place where Christ confronts evil. That is their special task in the Church – which is not to say that other people do not have this vocation. 

Formerly, many hermits trained for their vocation by living in a regular monastic community for some years. What is exciting now is the growth in the numbers of hermits who have never belonged formally to any religious order, who are not necessarily trained in monastic ways at all and who are going into solitude, as into a desert, to seek and worship God, to pray continually and to combat evil through prayer. 

Many of these non-monastic hermits are living in towns and cities. Some are under vows to God, protected by their bishop, but most are not. Their lives are "hid with Christ in God". Some begin their lives as solitaries, then gradually become hermits because they know that they have to shape their lives to suit their vocation. 

They are given special qualities which help them to fulfil their purpose in life, especially a thirst for solitude so great that it will lead them to look for it externally at periodic intervals. If they do not succeed, their vocation will wither on the vine. They use holiday time, for instance, to get away to lonely places, to walk alone, to make a formal retreat of some length. They create places in their homes which remind them that they are always dwelling in solitude – at least they commonly do these things at an early stage in formation. I would be loath to allow this discipline to lapse even in an experienced person. 

Hermits need spaces in each day when there is sufficient external silence, space and aloneness to reinforce the interior solitude. This may mean, and often does, that, rather than trying to fit their vocation into their work and lifestyle, they choose a lifestyle and work to suit their vocation. Provided that they get what they need – and the amount of external solitude needed varies with each person – they will feel well, function well, be quite gregarious when with other people and be well socialised. If they do not, they will either wither or be destroyed in other ways, becoming reclusive, dysfunctional, unsociable and less than fully human. 

The second quality such people have is an ability to cross boundaries in prayer. For them to be "in Christ" means finding everyone else is also there. They can transcend natural and created barriers between themselves and those with whom their lives become intertwined. Space has no boundaries for them. 

They are able to be as present, for example, in a condemned cell in the United States, a harem in India or a scruffy hovel in South America, as the inhabitants themselves. Sometimes they have the gift of bilocation, and are felt to be physically present by the people with whom they are praying. But this is rare. Quiet, unseen, hidden "being present with" other people is much more common. 

The third quality found in modern hermits is an ability to hold two opposites in tension. From time to time everyone who has this vocation will have to hold good and evil, his or her own good and evil, in full consciousness and stand before God waiting for Christ to accomplish the victory. 

This means that the hermit will be aware not only of the evil in the cosmos, the world, the locality, the people for whom he or she is interceding, but also of his or her own evil – upon which the external evil is fastened – and be content to feel consumed by it, knowing that he or she is absolutely safe because Christ has already overcome the evil. (To some extent we all are the space in which Christ continues his work of overcoming evil – the hermit simply exists to point us all to our baptismal vows and to encourage us to be true to them in our lives.) 

Hermits have to learn to be so rooted in Christ that in his strength, not their own, they can endure the worst storms. And this is where the devil often has a lot of fun, because "young" hermits tend to be swept away in the storm for a while and confuse what is happening to them with the belief that they have become evil incarnate. So they feel they are betraying God, and indeed some of them do launch into real sin because they are unable to hold themselves in balance. Others have psychological breakdowns because of the strain, which is just God’s way of ensuring that they get sufficient time to recover their balance. 

I am not talking about weird psychic experiences here, nor about deliverance ministries. I am talking about prayer that reflects Christ’s descent into hell, the prayer of Holy Saturday, the prayer that feels as if there is no resurrection, but knows by faith alone that one is safely held in resurrection life. 

This Holy Saturday prayer, which has been referred to by St Gregory the Great, Andrew of Crete, Thomas Aquinas, Nicholas de Cusa, Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross and Silouan ("keep thy mind in hell and despair not"), was in our century experienced by Adrienne von Speyr and interpreted theologically by Hans Urs von Balthasar. This concept of Holy Saturday prayer needs further exploration, particularly I think in the light of St John’s account of the crucifixion (Jn. 19:31-38), but it does make sense of some kinds of human experience in prayer. 

Hermits, monastic and non-monastic, need to have one visible sign of their attachment to Christ, our rock, to whom we must hold during cosmic storms even though we may feel uprooted. For one person I know, that means lighting a candle morning and evening . . . just that. For another it means lighting a candle at every meal. For another it means ringing the Angelus on a church bell. You may smile a little that such small things could have such great significance, but I assure you that they do. 

Hermits without formal monastic training often find it difficult to obtain the help they need. Disciplines which help members of monastic communities or Religious are not necessarily appropriate for them. 

We are only just at the beginning of breaking away from the monastic traditions of the past thousand years to find out what twentieth-century people need by way of help to fulfil their particular callings. Happy are those who find someone who understands what is happening to them and can help them to hold the balance. A good soul-friend or spiritual director is invaluable to a hermit. 

It is an exciting time. Why is God asking people to devote their lives to prayer, to dwell in solitude, to become places where Christ confronts evil and reconciles us to God? Why is God asking some to be solitaries, others to be hermits, a few to be anchorites? Because, I believe, of the terrible plight of the world, because no amount of good works or good living has been sufficient to halt our lemming-like rush towards the precipice of destruction, because if there is to be justice in our world it can now only come about by repentance on a large scale. 

Hermits exist not for their salvation but because Christ wants to save the whole world. Hermits cannot accomplish this by themselves, so they have to point us in the right direction and help us all to give more of our time than in the past to prayer, solitude and spiritual warfare.


