The Call to Silence:

Finding the Quiet Center

I Kings 19:9-13

Where would the gardener be if there were no more weeds?

What would become of business without a market of fools?

Where would the masses be if there were no pretext for

getting jammed together and making noise?

What would become of labor if there were no superfluous 

 
objects to be made?

Produce!  Get results!  Make money!  Make friends!  

Make changes!


Or you will die of despair!

Those who are caught in the machinery of power take no joy except in activity and change—the whirring of the machine!  Whenever an occasion for action presents itself, they are compelled to act; they cannot help themselves.  They are inexorably moved, like the machine of which they are a part.  Prisoners in the world of objects, they have no choice but to submit to the demands of matter!  They are pressed down and crushed by external forces, fashion, the market, events, public opinion.  Never in a whole lifetime do they recover their right mind!  The active life!  What a pity!

[Thomas Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu, New Directions, 1965, pp. 141-2]

Sound familiar?  Is this a commentary on your life, as it is mine?  You’d almost think you were reading an editorial decrying the state of the American culture in the 21st century.  Except you would be wrong.  This was written by Chuang Tzu, a Taoist poet and philosopher, who lived in China nearly 2,500 years ago! 

It’s fascinating, isn’t it, how in the passage of time, and despite the cultural differences around the globe, human beings are by and large the same.  Industrious people are productive people, whether they are producing the widgets and gadgets for modern technology or that of ancient civilizations.  
For thousands of years, markets have been born and developed whenever and wherever entrepreneurs or ambitious laborers would devote their lives to producing items that others were willing to purchase and possess.  With that, the drive to succeed and get ahead of others has often been more compelling and more intoxicating than anything else, with the allure and goal of personal prosperity.
That’s all well and good, except for what it does to us in terms of the rhythm of our lives.  As recent studies show, American society has become the extreme example of an around-the-clock, 24/7, whirring machine.  Oh, we’re prosperous, that is true.  But at what cost?  Americans work more hours in a day, more hours in a week, and we take fewer vacations than just about anyone else on earth!  Every moment becomes an opportunity to produce, buy, or sell, so much that its impact has resulted in hyperactivity.  As parts of that economic machine, people are stressed out to the extreme, busy all the time with little or no chance to recuperate and recover their energy and strength.  With adrenalin as fuel, they keep going and going (like the Energizer Bunny) until one day, they wake up and realize that they have lost control of their lives and are burned out and, consequently, less and less productive.  

The obvious remedy is to slow down and rest.  But even if you take time off, what normally happens?  What do we do with our leisure time?  Many fill it up with more activity—sometimes more than what is in their work schedules.  Whether you are into sports, music lessons, shopping trips, working around the house, traveling, visiting family and friends, cleaning up the yard, involved in community groups, church programs, and the like—time gets eaten up pretty quickly with the hustle and bustle of activity.  Many run from one thing to the next, with every day scheduled with so much that they maintain a calendar just for their leisure time alone!  Then we come to church to catch up on our sleep!    

All this activity, of course, takes its toll on us, physically and spiritually.  It’s a health issue.  It also reveals a great deal about us.  We tend to address psychological needs and fill spiritual voids within us by occupying ourselves with things external.  Activity gives us a sense of purpose; it’s as addictive as a narcotic.   In fact, noise itself is addictive—both the noise that is channeled through our ears, and the noise—the buzz and whirl of activity—which clutters up our minds and spirits—that fills up the space of our lives.  If we can produce, if we can point to the things that we have accomplished, if we can cite all the people who have benefited from our expenditure of time, energy, and skill, then it’s obvious that we have lived purposefully and productively.  Time has not been wasted.  No one can accuse us of that.  It is easier to accept ourselves and have others receive us more admirably if we can demonstrate our productivity—that we have done something worthwhile.  So we avoid being still.  In fact, some people carry over from childhood the idea that it’s a form of punishment!  As a result, an empty space of time, for many of us, is not a comfortable use of time.  In fact, we may even be intimidated by silence.

All I have to do is test it.  How long could we sit here in this sanctuary with absolute silence?  Theoretically, silence should be a natural part of our religious life—in our search for God.   But, practically speaking, it really isn’t.  Look at what we do.  If there’s a pause in our worship, we notice it immediately and wonder what’s gone wrong (i.e., Where’s the pastor?  Who missed their cue?).  We’re accustomed to looking for God in noisy and busy activities—in singing, in spoken word, in fellowship, in active service of one type or another.  But, unlike the Quakers, we don’t collectively find God in times of sheer silence.  

That’s why after a minute or so of silence, it seems strange to us; we get restless; somebody coughs, others whisper; we twitch—we may even want to get up and leave figuring that this is a complete waste of time.  That’s what silence does to many of us—it disturbs us, it makes us anxious.  Silence represents for us a period of inactivity, a measure of unproductive existence, perhaps even a stage of confusion and uncertainty.  We feel vulnerable in a silent setting; we may even feel disarmed by silence, instead of empowered by it.  And that leaves many of us feeling restless and uncomfortable and, at times, even spiritually disturbed by silence.  

Yet, our spirits cannot manage well when we are so endlessly active and reactive.  Being still is a necessary remedy for an overactive lifestyle and hyperactive spirit.  The discipline of silence is what can quiet our hearts long enough to regain direction for our lives from God, instead of our clamoring to be in control of them ourselves.  Stillness allows us to rest, relax, and let go of tension and stress; silence allows us to think more deeply, to respond with much greater awareness and clarity, and to eventually take actions that are far more deliberate, purposeful, and meaningful.  Silence is a gift for the spirit to make us all more whole and healthy.  

T.S. Eliot, in his poem, Ash Wednesday, wrote: “Where shall the world be found, where will the word resound?  Not here, there is not enough silence.”  I wonder, is that true for us as well?  Do we find our purpose as a church, for example, only through activity?  If so, for that reason, I want to balance that a bit.  During this season of Lent, we will try to create a place for stillness, a space for silence.  What I hope we will experience here in a limited way on Sunday mornings will only be a teaser for what you might try to do individually throughout the week, as you seek a spiritual equilibrium and balance for your life.  As that is found, you will realize that God doesn’t only come to us in noisy, activity-oriented ways; God often communicates with us using a still, small voice—a voice we can only discern if we are quiet in spirit and silent in voice.  

This was what the prophet Elijah discovered in this brief episode in I Kings.  The drama of the story is almost too distant and complicated for us to grasp without an extended introduction.  But for our purposes this morning, suffice it to say, Elijah was isolated against the ruling powers of his time, frustrated and depressed that he was virtually alone in all of Israel holding onto the ways and desires of the Lord, and apprehensive because Queen Jezebel in particular, sought to kill him for his severe critique of her leadership.  He fled the country out of desperation and wandered like his forebears in the Negev region of the Sinai Peninsula.  As we pick up the story, in a spirit of resignation, Elijah fell more deeply into despair, enough to give up his life altogether.  Elijah was a lost soul, questioning his purpose and value to God when so many were against him. 

According to the story, Elijah escaped to Mount Horeb and cowered in a cave.  He bitterly complained to the Lord over the state of his life and the disappointment he felt for going so long without a meaningful sign of support from God.  “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.”


In times like these, you need a Savior, as the old Gospel song claims.  Elijah, indeed, needed a savior and desperately desired one.  But how would God respond?  Would God become evident in traditional ways—explicit and overwhelming, noisy manifestations that were religiously associated with the divine theophany?  Would the Lord be revealed in the mighty wind, the devastating earthquake, the all-consuming fire from heaven?  No, not this time.  Elijah would not find the presence of God in those almighty, powerful ways.  
Instead, it would be rather “underwhelming,” not overwhelming.  The Lord would be discovered in the silence—sheer silence—a still, small voice that was barely discernible from the sheer silence of the moment.  Not only was that unexpected for Elijah and for Israel to encounter the presence of God in that manner, it was impossible to discern without the setting of utter, sheer silence—both externally and internally.  

Elijah needed the silence to quiet down his own inner noise—his anxiety, his stress, his worry, his sense of dread—as much as he needed to escape the outer noise that could easily distract him.  The silence was his salvation from feelings of uncertainty, confusion, frustration, anger, bitterness—all the feelings wrapped up in his anguished complaints over the pitiful condition of his life.  Until he could quiet down enough to stop listening to those voices—all the noise of his anxious spirit—he would not be able to hear the still, small voice of God who would answer him and interrupt his sense of isolation and depression.  Until he was silent within himself, he would miss the faithful presence of God, who would not let him go.

Whether or not we ever find ourselves in similar circumstances, we too are often unable to discern God’s support and direction through the still, small voice until we quiet down the inner noise within us—the clutter of mental and physical activity, the worries, the feelings of frenzy, of fret and fear, of frustration and upset, of busyness that distracts us from focusing on the quiet center.  How can we know God unless we can become still enough to listen?  As T. S. Eliot put it, “Where shall the world be found, where will the word resound?  Not here, there is not enough silence.”

You and I need periods of silence in our lives in order to hear God and find our spiritual center.  My question to you is, can you find it in a private space, where you are alone with God in sheer silence?  Can you deliberately create such a space in your busy life?  How much we need the silence within, the stillness of a sanctuary without, to provide us an opportunity to quiet down long enough to gain insight, assurance, and direction from our God!  “Be still, and know that I am God!”  

So as we begin our Lenten season, heed this word of spiritual advice.  Don’t be hyperactive.  Don’t be fretful; don’t be in panic; don’t be afraid, even if life is in an uproar and the mountains shake in the heart of the sea.  Be still.  Be quiet.  Be silent.  Work through your sense of restlessness with silence, until you are comfortable with it.  

May we all find our place of stillness, find our space for silence, and seek the confidence and peace we require for these times, in order to regain our spiritual equilibrium.  And in so doing, you and I will create the environment where we will actually hear the voice of God speaking to us in our hearts.  And that will bring peace to our souls.
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