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LISTEN TO THE SILENCE
I read an interesting article this past week about silence. It was about the silence we’re all experiencing on some level in our lives right now as people are staying home, there are few cars and trucks on the road, less people on the streets especially in big cities, and just less outside noise in general. That’s changing a little bit now as the spring has arrived and we’re hearing the familiar sounds of lawn mowers and leaf blowers competing with each other.
But for the most part, especially if we don’t have the television or have music playing or some other kind of ambient sound, our days have been very quiet. The article focused mainly on three different people in different places, two in the U.S. and one who lives in France but travels to New York on business very often. Each of them are in high-powered, high-paying jobs that kept them very active and surrounded by noise every day, noise that they had grown used to over time and barely noticed. Until now - now that there was silence all around. And for each of them it was jarring to some extent. It was interesting to read how each of them were dealing with the silence that, like all of us, they were suddenly confronted with and had to learn to deal with. And, like us, some of them are dealing with it better than others because our lives are full of the noise that living in this so-called “civilized” society thrusts on us every minute of every day. Even our sleep is often noisy as we relive the events that happen in our waking hours and it ruins our sleep. With the silence we’re in most of the day now, you would think our sleep patterns would be better. But, oddly, psychologists and doctors are reporting that more and more people are complaining about their sleep being restless and of very vivid, often disturbing dreams. 
One person in the article, the woman who lives in a country home in Southern France, was especially disturbed by the silence. She simply didn’t know how to handle it. She was particularly upset that she couldn’t hear the noise of the traffic when she traveled to Paris or to her *other* seaside home in Marseille or the traffic outside her New York penthouse. She was frustrated because she was cooped up in the country with a deafening silence. Now, to be honest, I know that silence like we’re experiencing can be traumatic, especially if one lives alone and especially in a rural area. But most of us, even in rural areas, do have access to things like cell phones, television, internet, or even radio. (Remember that?) Not all, but most of us. And so, to be honest, I didn’t have much sympathy for someone who had so much opportunity to stay in touch with the world and in some measure counteract the silence she was experiencing. I remember thinking that she could call people, she could do business from home on the computer, listen to music or the television, bang pots and pans together, whatever! She was having what we call a “first-world problem.” 

Silence is an interesting thing. There are many different kinds of silence. There is a silence that is imposed on us like the silence we are expected to observe in a library or at least used to be before libraries moved form being those old stuffy places with the Dewey decimal card files we all had to use to find a book and switched to places that had computers, rented cd’s and dvd’s, had children’s reading circles that actually allowed for kids to make noise, or showed movies for the local community to enjoy.

 Then there’s the imposed silence that society tries to impose on those who are different, who don’t fit in. We still see people trying to impose this silence on our sisters and brothers in the LGBT community, don’t we. “I don’t care what you do, just don’t talk about it or display it in public. Just be silent about it!” We saw that for years in our military as the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. Be silent! Be invisible. We still see it as people try to silence others who are Muslim, or Sikh, or who are black or a person of color. 

There’s the silence that hurts, the “silent scorn” that someone shows us when they are angry with us or that we show to them. None of us like to receive “the silent treatment.” 


And there’s a silence that aids and abets. We all recognize the greatest historical examples of this like the way many people - not only in Germany - were silent for so long as 6 million Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, and others deemed worthless were sent to their deaths by the Nazis. 
But there are other times when our silence is complicit:  perhaps it’s when we suspect someone of spousal, parental, or elder abuse and we remain silent because we don’t want to get involved. Maybe its the person at work who we suspect of having a problem with alcohol or drugs and we see how it is affecting their work and their health but we remain silent instead of offering help. 


And then there’s the silence that heals and comforts. How many of us have had times in our lives when all we needed was for someone to sit with us, in silence, maybe just holding a hand or with an arm around our shoulder. No words were needed or even wanted. Just a silent, healing touch.


Mostly, though, there’s the silence that many people are most uncomfortable with, that many are afraid to enter into. The silence that lies at the very center of our being, the silence from which all things arise and to which all things return - the 10,000 things as they are metaphorically called in Buddhism and Taoism. Lao Tzu said in the earlier reading that he “holds firmly to stillness.” 


People say, “Well, Lao Tzu lived in a different time when there weren’t as many distractions as today. I have too many things to do and to worry about!” I suspect that Lao Tzu was writing these words to people who had a tough time with silence just as we do today. We have this romantic idea that everything was much simpler back then, it was easier to do things like be silent, to meditate, to just be. Well, I suppose that, yes, when you weren’t working from dawn until dusk seven days a week, when you weren’t fighting off neighboring tribes or clans, or trying not to catch the latest plague or fending off wild animals from attacking your herds or those other things, sure, it was a simpler time. Perhaps people didn’t have those pesky family responsibilities we have today. 


The reality is that life wasn’t easy back then and there were plenty of distractions. Different perhaps than today, but just as many. That’s not to say that we don’t have distractions today. We have plenty and we add more to our lives every day. Aldous Huxley, writing in 1946, recognized this. He wrote:


“The twentieth century is, among other things, the Age of Noise. Physical noise, mental noise and noise of desire — we hold history's record for all of them. And no wonder; for all the resources of our almost miraculous technology have been thrown into the current assault against silence. That most popular and influential of all recent inventions, the radio is nothing but a conduit through which pre-fabricated din can flow into our homes. And this din goes far deeper, of course, than the eardrums. It penetrates the mind, filling it with a Babel of distractions, blasts of corybantic or sentimental music, continually repeated doses of drama that bring no catharsis, but usually create a craving for daily or even hourly emotional enemas. And where, as in most countries, the broadcasting stations support themselves by selling time to advertisers, the noise is carried from the ear, through the realms of phantasy, knowledge and feeling to the ego's core of wish and desire. Spoken or printed, broadcast over the ether or on wood-pulp, all advertising copy has but one purpose — to prevent the will from ever achieving silence. Desirelessness is the condition of deliverance and illumination. The condition of an expanding and technologically progressive system of mass production is universal craving. Advertising is the organized effort to extend and intensify the workings of that force, which (as all the saints and teachers of all the higher religions have always taught) is the principal cause of suffering and wrong-doing and the greatest obstacle between the human soul and its Divine Ground.”

I wonder if Huxley would have a Twitter account today? Would he update his Facebook status regularly? 


So, what is it about silence that disturbs us so much? What is it about this deep stillness that causes us to avoid it at all costs and to increase the reasons why we can’t be silent even for a brief time? Maybe it’s because we have so little opportunity to experience it. We can’t even go to the doctor’s office now without having a television playing. 


Silence is hard for us, even when we try to enter into it. Even at our regular UUCP Sunday gatherings (which we will have again!)  it’s difficult even for the very brief time we enter into our silent meditation. A police car passes by outside. A hymnbook falls. We hear the coffee pot perking. Someone’s stomach rumbles – probably mine. Sorry about that. And so, our silence - brief as it may be - is peppered with interruptions.


I suspect, though, that many people are uncomfortable with the unspoken and even unrecognized reality that silence invites us  to enter uncharted waters of Spirit. Hundreds of years ago, sailors went to sea with maps that were incomplete. At a certain point towards the edges of the map, there would be drawings of strange, hideous creatures in the water with the warning written: “There be whales here!” But some said, “There be monsters here!” And the older maps showed a flat earth. Sail too close to the edge and you’d fall off into some unknown void! To sit in silence for any extended period of time is a similar experience for some people. I’d say most people. The maps are incomplete and we tell ourselves, “Nope. Can’t do it! There be monsters here! What happens if I fall off the edge?”

But the experience and the testimony of so many people - some of them famous and highly revered, but most of them simple, everyday people like us - is that silence is, in fact, our natural state, the place where we come to know ourselves and even to understand and love ourselves if we take up the challenge. Emerson, our Unitarian forbear, wrote in his essay, “The Over-Soul:”


“We live in succession, division, in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal One.”


And Buddhist teacher Andrew Olendzki writes:


“Awareness itself is the primary currency of the human condition, and as such it deserves to be spent carefully. Sitting quietly in a serene environment, letting go of the various petty disturbances that roil and diminish consciousness, and experiencing as fully as possible the poignancy of this fleeting moment - this is an enterprise of deep intrinsic value, an aesthetic experience beyond words.”


Lao Tzu called it “the root.” We need silence, not to escape from ourselves, but to return to the root, to return to our true nature.

Writer Henriette Lannes puts it this way:


“There is a zone in us where noise and tumult have no place, and a zone where everything reverberates. When we try to return to the inner, vital zone, it is not to cancel the noise. We do not make use of our moment’s collectedness as a retreat. Inner silence is comparable to a light that reveals what is in the shadows, reveals our mechanicality.”


This “inner light” known and experienced as and in silence, is  what our Quaker friends call “the Inner Light,” and is central to Quaker worship. If you have ever been to a Quaker meeting you may know what I am speaking of. Quaker meetings are silent meetings. There is no music, no chatter once people enter the meeting hall, no announcements or welcome. There are no clergy to lead the meeting. One member, known as the Clerk, sits in the front in silence and, without the Clerk making any motion or sound, members intuitively know when the meeting begins and ends. During this time of silence, those in attendance are said to be trying to experience the Inner Light, the Light that each person has within them. 
When we sit in silence together or alone, we come face to face with the workings of our own mind. We make our to-do lists. We wonder if we turned off the iron after we ironed our clothes earlier. We wonder if the coffee after service will be too strong. Should we have pasta or fish for dinner? How much longer will this sermon go on for?


But if we allow ourselves to just be with the silence, allow all of those thoughts to simply come and go, to pass through our mind like clouds pass across the sun, we can allow ourselves to begin to feel what it is like to experience that Inner Light. 


Now I will confess that I don’t do this very well myself.  I usually wake up before everyone else and go downstairs to sit for a little while in the morning. But I am not as consistent as I would like to be. And the noise in my head begins the moment I wake up. But there have been times when I entered a place where I was able, ever so lightly and far too quickly to touch and experience that Inner Light. Those experiences are not as frequent as I would like, yet, there is still the benefit of the time spent in silence, the time to simply “return to being” as Lao Tzu wrote.


In Buddhist practice we learn to let the mind become quiet and to follow the breath.  This doesn’t mean forcing down all the things your mind flings up at you when you give it a chance. It means allowing thoughts and distractions to arise, and then to let them go, and return to the focus of the breath. Enlightenment comes, when it does, out of this profound spiritual silence.

Complete silence is almost impossible to come by. Seeking out silence as a spiritual practice reconnects us to a deeper and greater source of our own spirits. The Spirit is in the silence, waiting for our attention.


It’s ironic isn’t it, that words, the very thing that most often interrupt our experience of silence are the very tools - the only tools - we have to try to explain it! Yet real silence is beyond words. Lao Tzu equates the Great Tao with this deep silence, and he says that the Tao that can be named is not the great Tao. Similarly, the silence that can be explained is not the Great Silence. The indigenous tribes who inhabited this land before the white man arrived called it “The Great Mystery.” And it is this silence that we are in such desperate need of in our lives. 


Spring is here and especially this year it seems to be a perfect time to seek out that silence in nature.  In that time of silence, we open ourselves to change just as the trees and all of nature does, to enter the natural rhythm of the seasons. Society calls us to hurry up, to rush around so that we can “get things done,” now more than ever. We’re hearing the calls to “open things up,” “get back to normal,” “go back to the way it was.” All dangerous to our physical and our spiritual health, as I see it.  
Perhaps we can begin today to enter a daily period of silence, if only for a few minutes, so that we can enter into that natural rhythm of nature, to experience in our own spirit that “Inner Light.” 
I want to encourage you to try this during these difficult days we’re going through. To experience the difference between the silence that’s been thrust upon us and the Silence that is our natural state of being, our eternal birthright. You can enter into this in any way that is comfortable to you. By following your breath, by repeating a mantra, or to reflect on the words of a poem or a sacred text. Whatever way you choose. But simply allow yourself to be, to return to the root of your being. 



        Be safe and healthy, everyone. Keep creating Beloved Community by calling or texting or e-mailing each other. 


