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	Spiritual Disciplines for the 21st Century:
	Silence
1 Kings 19:9-16
After the prophet Elijah’s great victory against the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, he thought all would be well. He was wrong. Queen Jezebel issued a death warrant for Elijah, and he had to flee the country. He went south, eventually arriving at Mount Sinai. We read 1 Kings 19, verses 9-16:
9At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ 10He answered, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’
11He said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.’ Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; 12and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. 13When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ 14He answered, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’ 15Then the Lord said to him, ‘Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. 16Also you shall anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over Israel; and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your place.’
In one of the suburbs of Minneapolis, there is a former recording studio that has been repurposed as a center of silence. As a studio, it was so perfectly engineered acoustically that it eliminated all external sound from the recording room. Now that space is rented out to those who want to experience absolute silence, and it has become a challenge to see how long one can do it. Few make it even one hour. Some are pressing the buzzer for release within minutes. Why do you suppose that is? What could be so hard about silence? For starters, we should note that it would be new. We’ve probably never experienced an environment of absolute silence. So there’s that. Anyone might be disconcerted by a wholly new experience. But there’s more: in silence you can’t escape yourself. The New York Times reporter who visited it and wrote about it says that those who try this discover that in that silence their own breathing and swallowing becomes loud. Some claim that they can hear their own resting heartbeat. So for some, it’s not so much that they can’t hear anything; it’s what they hear for the first time once all the covering noise is removed.
	Shall we give it a shot? Let’s try a moment of silence and see how it feels. [Give it 2 full minutes.] First of all, someone who was not looking at a watch, how long do you think that was? One of the things that people who try the silence chamber all say is that in silence, time changes. With no external way to measure the passage of time, people can’t. Those people clambering at the door and buzzing to be released from the silence have no idea that they’ve only been there eight minutes. We just did two. What else did you experience? Did you hear things that you don’t usually hear? Now, a different question: In the silence, where did your mind go? What did you think? “How long is this going to last?” Things you have to do today? Errands? Tasks? Lunch? Did anything pop into your mind that was unexpected, that you have no idea where it came from? 
	Here’s the deal: our brains have evolved a valuable, even essential, skill. We are able to tune out familiar sounds, so that we can better hear new things. Who here lives by a train track? How often do you notice the passing trains? When do you hear them? When you’re sitting in silence. Suddenly, the noises that you never hear are shockingly loud. My parents have a wall clock. It doesn’t tell time worth a flip, but it has a ticking pendulum, and it chimes the Big Ben chimes every quarter hour. Whenever I visit them, at the beginning, I hear every chime. Within two hours, I don’t hear it at all. But if I wake up in the middle of the night, in the spare bedroom down the hall with the door closed, that clock’s ticking sounds like a hammer, and the chime like a gong. Silence reveals what was always there, but which we had grown used to not hearing.
	Silence has the same effect on thoughts. Remember all the places your mind went during our brief time of silence. Where did they come from? They were always there. Our minds are never at rest. Even when we’re asleep, our unconscious minds are working, puzzling over problems, reviewing anxieties, putting things together. This is why, if we go to bed thinking about a problem, we sometimes wake up and find the answer right in front of us. Our unconscious minds figured it out and just had to wait for our conscious minds to wake up and pay attention. But that’s the rub, isn’t it? That paying attention doesn’t always happen, and then all that overnight work is wasted. You see, our unconscious minds need permission from our conscious minds to speak. And one of the ways we give our unconscious mind permission to speak is by being silent.
	But we don’t do it that much, do we? And nothing in our 21st century culture helps. We are a society of constant noise. We always have some electronic noisemaker turned on. Every hotel room, every hospital room, has a television because guests and patients would go crazy without something electronic blaring. Every store, every restaurant, plays background music, and most restaurants have now added televisions, too, along with the music, making it impossible to pay attention to either. But they aren’t there to listen to; they’re there to crowd out silence. Gyms have televisions. Even individual exercise machines come with televisions now, but we probably aren’t listening to them either, because we’re listening to our own music or podcasts or audio books on earbuds connected to our phones. When we drive somewhere, our car radios turn on with the ignition, because we never turn them off. Noise is our normal state of being. Do you know what radio and television broadcasters call silence? “Dead air.” Noise is life. Now I know that not everyone is sucked into this cultural vortex of constant background noise. Perhaps you are completely comfortable with silence. If so, then you were fine in our little two-minute experiment. But if you found two minutes hard, maybe that’s something to think about.
	Because noise doesn’t just keep us from hearing our own thoughts. It keeps us from hearing God. In our reading today, Elijah listened for God in the sound of a rushing wind, in the crash of an earthquake, in the roaring of a fire, but God wasn’t in any of them. He was listening for God in the loudest of noises, but all he heard was noise. When God did finally speak, it was in, as the Hebrew literally puts it, “a thin, fine, silence.” Maybe God didn’t speak in the noise. Or maybe God was speaking, but the noise drowned it out. Either way, Elijah only heard God when the noise was done. Silence is a way of listening to God.
	That being the case, how is Christ’s church with silence? Well, in all fairness I have to note that the Roman Catholic Church has never forgotten how to be silent. But most Protestant churches are terrible at it. Silence in Protestant worship usually means that something’s gone wrong, and people start looking around to see who missed a cue. When things are going smoothly there is no moment of silence at all. At least some of us do quiet occasionally, but some churches model their worship services on rock concerts, apparently trying to deal with the clamor of the world by drowning it out. That won’t work. Any teachers here? How effective is it to yell at a classroom of loud children? ALL RIGHT! TIME TO BE QUIET NOW! WE HAVE WORK TO DO! Noise only leads to more noise. If you want to dial down the noise of a classroom, you speak softly, so that people have to be quiet to hear. The same is true with the noise of the world. 
	So this is one of the spiritual disciplines I’m working on this Lent. I have a daily Bible reading time – a long-standing habit that at this point is easy for me – and to that time I am adding a time of silence each morning, at least ten minutes. Now, to be clear: maintaining ten minutes of silence is pathetic. Anyone who is a part of a Catholic religious community, or for that matter, any Quaker, would hear me talk about being silent for ten minutes and think, “Aw, that’s cute. He’s proud of being silent for ten whole minutes. Isn’t that adorable?” But that’s how bad I am at this. So far, it’s been interesting. It really is amazing how many things crowd into your mind the moment you are still. I’m still trying to figure out what to do with all the jumble of new ideas and previously unrecognized anxieties and old grievances that thrust themselves into my attention, but once I’ve done greeting the thoughts that burst through the gate into my silence, it’s been good. Maybe this is something you’d like to try as well. As I said earlier, silence reveals what was always there, but that we’ve grown used to not hearing. Maybe one of those things will turn out to be the thin, fine silence of God.
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