Silence as a Spiritual Practice 

For centuries, people have used the practice of silence as a resting and renewal stop on the spiritual journey. It provides a way to periodically withdraw from the world. You may go into silence as a prelude to prayer, or you may seek it as the place where through meditation you can contact your deeper self and Spirit. It is a practice that is available to anyone, anywhere.  Although a quiet place is preferred, if you are focused, it is possible to practice silence in a noisy environment such as an airport or shopping mall. 

We Americans have become addicted to noise and the clutter that it creates in our minds. We are constantly in close proximity to a cell phone, mp3 player, computer, tv or radio. Our minds crave a continual feeling of stimulation. We want to be connected to the outside world.  These distractions cause us to neglect our relationships with loved ones and to neglect our spiritual growth.  Energy is used in talk and socializing. Sitting in front of a tv, or at the computer is stimulating.  It's a noisy world. The main stresses in life come not from outside situations… such as the constant stimulation, but from our own mental and emotional reaction to them. So, while we can't always control the noise and stimulation around us, we can control our reactions to the constant bombardment. By practicing silence we can control the mind and become as tension-free as possible.  There is no better healing balm than silence.  It soothes the nerves and relieves the stress of  daily life. A good spiritual exercise is to incorporate minutes of silence into your daily routine: observing one silent minute at your desk before beginning work, while sitting at a park bench during lunch, in your car before starting the drive home, or after watching the evening news. These small moments can help renew us as we go through our day. 

Physical silence is wonderful for the body and brain.  By sitting still and calmly witnessing all that arises, we can learn to enjoy silence as the friend which it is.  It seems that many of us fear silence. When we are silent, we are alone with our thoughts and they may remind us of our problems.  So, therefore we keep busy in order that we will not have to think about our problems. This is a form of running from those problems.  Solutions can be found if we allow ourselves to go to that quiet place. 

Here's a quotation from Thomas Merton: "It is in deep solitude and silence that I find the gentleness with which I can truly love my brother and sister."  And I might add, that it is  in silence that I find the gentleness to love myself and to forgive myself.


Another quotation: "In the sweet territory of silence we touch the mystery. It's the place of reflection and contemplation, and it's the place where we can connect with the deep knowing, to the deep wisdom way.” 
— Angeles Arrien quoted in The Millionth Circle by Jean Shinoda Bolen

  

Silence is the shaft we descend to the depths of contemplation. Silence is the vehicle that takes us to the innermost centre of our being which is the place for all authentic practice. 
— Elaine MacInnes in Light Sitting in Light

So, as I have accounted, silence is often a a part of personal renewal. But silent practices are present in many forms in the world's religions. Silence is used in Buddhist and Hindu meditation, in centering and contemplative prayer in Christian tradition, in Native American wisdom practices. 

 Quakers worship in silence.  There is no minister. Anyone who is moved to speak may stand up and do so.  Their somewhat radical notion is that ANYONE can experience God without the aid of priests, rituals, the established church or even the Bible. It appears that the Quakers take out the middleman, so to speak. They experience God directly. In a Quaker worship service you can have communal  silence followed by spontaneous, impassioned speech.  First, let's look at the silence.  There are many types of silence.  There are lulls in conversation that are often described as being an awkward silence.  There is the kind of silence you experience when you walk in the woods.  There's the meditative silence, when you are focused on the breath or on a mantra.  But Quaker silence is different.  Quaker worship is an openness to the inspiration of God or the Spirit. If considered a form of meditation, it differs historically from other meditative forms in lacking a mantra as in Orthodox Christian or Hindu meditation, or a focal image as in Tibetan Buddhism. With regards to Buddhism, silent worship also differs from the concept of enlightenment in the professed openness of Quakerism to the inspiration of Spirit. Hence silent worship differs from the "just sitting" of Zen Buddhism. In short, there is no comparable religious or spiritual phenomenon like Quaker worship. 

In Christianity, there is the silence of contemplative prayer such as centering prayer and Christian meditation. 

In Islam, there are the wisdom writings of the Sufis who insist on the importance of finding silence within. Naqshbandi Sufis (named after Bahâ ad-dîn Naqshband, d. 1389) are known as the "silent Sufis" because their practices are done in silence. They practice a silent dhikr and the silent meditation of the heart—God is the silent emptiness and is therefore most easily reached in silence. They also attach great importance to dreams, which they consider to be a form of guidance along the Path. 

 In Buddhism, the descriptions of silence and allowing the mind to become silent are implied as a feature of spiritual enlightenment.  There are several reasons why Buddhists tend to be fond of silence. 
- One refrains from lying or misleading others by speech.
- One becomes more aware of the inner state of mind.
- It is easier to control one's mind when not talking.


It is quite common that one remains silent during a retreat. In many practices, a vow of silence is advised so as to focus one's full attention to the state of mind.  

  In Hinduism, including the teachings of Advaita Vedanta and the many paths of yoga, teachers insist on the importance of silence, Mauna, for inner growth. Mauna is a sanskrit word.  The aim of mauna is to quiet the mind and prepare it for introspection and meditation.  Kashta mauna means to abstain from oral speech, but also avoiding  communication through written  messages, and gestures.  I'm reminded of a recent episode of Curb Your Enthusiasm where Larry is at a party and a man that he knows comes up and starts mouthing words. Larry asks if he has laryngitis, to which he mouths that he has taken a vow of silence. Larry asks for what purpose, and the man mouths that his spiritual advisor recommended it. Larry, always the one to call a spade a spade, says " but, you are still trying to communicate, and in a less effective way."  To which Susie, who says she would never take a vow of silence, because she has important things  to say, tells Larry to go stuff his face.  

This is what  Ohiyesa, a Wahpeton Santee Sioux has to say about silence: Silence is the absolute poise or balance of body, mind and spirit. The man who preserves his selfhood is ever calm and unshaken by the storms of existence ... What are the fruits of silence? They are self-control, true courage or endurance, patience, dignity and reverence. Silence is the cornerstone of character.

This past week at the Friends of the Library book sale I found this book titled The Other Side of Silence: A Guide to Christian Meditation. It was funny because I had visited that table earlier looking for a book on the subject of silence. And a day later, I happen to see it.  I think this book is written for people who know about Zen Buddhism or Transcendental Meditation, but do not feel comfortable with the Eastern disciplines.  He begins by saying that the "idea of linking silence with prayer may sound like an out-and-out contradiction to many Christians.  We are accustomed to thinking of the familiar forms of prayer that people use when they join together to worship or ask God for something. Of course, there is no question about the value and importance of this way of turning to God, but it is not the only kind of prayer that we need.  

There is another, equally important way of praying in which a person becomes silent and tries to listen instead of speaking.  One's effort is to be silent enough to hear, first, the deepest needs of one's own heart, and then the prompting of the creative Spirit in whatever direction it may indicate.  In this second kind of prayer, which we call meditation, one is trying to follow one's own inner road as it is opened. " 

The spiritual practice of silence can allow us to transcend our culture and connect with the divine source which is ageless and infinite. In this culture where we are bombarded from all directions with manmade stimuli, this spiritual practice is refreshing and needed more than ever before.

