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You just never know what you’re going to hear and feel and experience in the midst of silence.  

Last January, I spent six days on retreat at a Benedictine monastery back in Massachusetts. The retreat was part of a class I was taking at seminary and I’d been looking forward to it for quite some time.

Life in a Benedictine monastery is organized around something called “The Rule of St. Benedict.”  The Rule is a short book that was written in the 6th century.  It’s basically an owners manual for monks.  The Rule contains advice about everything from how and when to pray to the clothes monks should wear and how much food they should be allowed to eat.    


During the retreat, my classmates and I lived according to the Rule.  We attended worship services five times a day, ate all of our meals together, took turns doing chores, and observed lengthy periods of silence.

Now, I must say that prior to going to the monastery, I had mixed feelings about spending so much time in silence.  On the one hand, I’d never had much luck with meditation and silence in the past, and looked forward to giving it another try.  But my previous struggles also made me wonder if I would get anything out of a retreat in which so much time was devoted to silence.  


The daily period of silence at the monastery, which is called the Great Silence, begins after dinner and continues until the next morning at breakfast.  Of course, you spend some of that time sleeping but there are several hours every evening and several hours every morning in which you simply remain quiet.  

I remember how strange it felt that first night as I returned to my room after dinner.  I closed the door and thought to myself “Now What?”  Should I pray, meditate, stare at the ceiling, or…  I didn’t know what to do.  

Feeling lost and a little desperate, I took out a notebook and began to write.  At first I tried to write about the silence. I closed my eyes and said in my mind over and over again, “Breathe in, Breathe out, Breathe in, Breath out”.  But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t quiet all the thoughts and chatter racing though my mind. 

So I finally gave up trying to write about the silence.  That just wasn’t working out.  So I wrote about my frustration with the silence and all the chatter running through my mind.  I wrote about how uncomfortable I was with silence and how disappointed I felt at not being able to pray or meditate. I also talked about all my past failures at “being spiritual.”  Before long, my journal was filling up with all kinds of negative thinking and harsh self-judgment.    

As I sat at my desk pouring out my frustration and anger, something that I still can’t really explain, began to happen.  My anxiety and frustration gradually diminished and were replaced by a feeling of calm and peacefulness. The tone of my writing also changed.  Judgment and anger gave way to compassion and understanding. It was almost as if one voice – a voice that was harsh and angry, that voice was replaced by another voice - a voice that spoke from a place of love and compassion.    

Every time I reread my journal, I’m amazed by all that I heard and felt that night and that week.  You see, more than anything else, living at the monastery and experiencing so much silence enabled me to look inside myself and to listen deeply. As Elaine talked about in her meditation, looking inside can take us to some pretty scary places – places we wouldn’t normally want to go. But what’s was so astonishing and liberating was that although the silence took me to challenging and even painful places, it never left me there.  As difficult as the silence was, it somehow led me back to love, and to an overpowering feeling of blessing, companionship, and peace. What I ultimately heard and felt that week was not an earthquake, a raging fire, or booming thunder from above, but rather a voice filled with compassion and love – a voice that kept telling me “Even though you’re imperfect, flawed, and often fall short, in spite of all that, you’re still precious, beautiful, and worthy of being loved. 

I still don’t fully understand what that voice was or where it came from.  And I don’t know if I ever will.  But hearing that voice and rereading it on the pages of my journal has led me to know in my heart that there is something in my life – call it God or spirit or simply love – there is something in my life that is loving and compassionate, something that lives within me and that journeys alongside me, something that is always ready to offer me comfort, hope, and peace.

Hearing that voice of love and hope also changed the way I experienced everything else at the monastery.  You see, once the silence had emptied me of all the anxiety and harsh self-judgment, I started hearing and seeing and feeling the Spirit everywhere.  I saw it in the tree branches, blowing gently in the breeze outside my window.  I heard it in the voices of the monks as they chanted and prayed during worship services.  And, most importantly, I felt that loving presence stir and come alive whenever I encountered other people.  Listening to the spirit of love inside my own heart enabled me to recognize and connect to the beauty and the spirit that lives in others.      

Now I imagine that some of you are asking – what exactly was it that Tim experienced that night? Was it the voice of God or some supernatural being? Or was I hearing the stirrings of my own heart? Ultimately, I don’t know where the voice came from and in some ways, I don’t think it matters. Theological questions are important and you will certainly hear me talk about them from this pulpit. But I’ve come to believe that what matters most in the spiritual life is not theology but rather listening and attentiveness.            

But listening to the spirit is never easy.  It takes intentionality and practice.  Although the voice can sometimes sound like an earthquake that shakes us up, more often I think it resembles a tender plant, a tiny animal, or a still small voice. That voice needs our help – it needs to be cultivated, encouraged, and nurtured.  I know that when I allow my life to become dominated by hurry, worry, and too many things to do, the voice grows silent. That’s why it’s so important that we embrace spiritual practices and find our own equivalent to the monastic rule. If we are intentional about our spiritual lives and find ways to cultivate and nurture that voice, then I believe we can create a kind of spaciousness in which the Spirit will enter and flourish, not just in the confines of a monastery or inside this sanctuary, but in every precious moment of our lives.

And that’s why I’m launching a sermon series today on spiritual practices. Not all of us are able to escape to a monastery or to go on retreat (although I highly recommend it).  But it’s so important to remember that you don’t have to go anywhere special or apart to encounter the Spirit of Life and Love.  It resides everywhere, in every moment, and in every living thing.  All we need to do is to be present, to be attentive, and to always, always be listening.  

The practices we will explore in this series are just a few of the many possible ways one can connect with the Spirit.  They will be drawn from different religious traditions and a wide variety of spiritual disciplines. And the practices we explore won’t all be quiet or contemplative.  More than anything else, I want to offer you a kind of spiritual tool belt that you can use to listen for that voice of love and hope that echoes not only through our own lives, but through all of life.

Friends, I want to leave you this morning with one of my favorite stories about listening to the spirit- a story that has nothing to do with silence or monasteries.  No, this is a story about movement, energy, exhilaration and utter joy, and the pure pleasure of experiencing the divine.

I don’t know how many of you have seen the movie “Chariots of Fire.”  It’s tells the true story of two world class runners who competed in the 1924 Olympics. One of those runners was a Scotsman named Eric Liddell.  Liddell’s parents were missionaries in China and he spent most of his life there. But Liddell returned to Scotland to go to college and soon developed into an Olympic caliber sprinter.  

Initially, Liddell’s plans had been to return to China after college to resume his parent’s work.  But the prospect of running in the Olympics and winning a gold medal led him to delay his return.  In the movie, Liddell’s devout sister, whose name is Jenny, questions his decision and continually implores him to focus on God rather than running.  In my one of my favorite scenes in the film, Liddell explains to his sister that although God intends for him to return to China, God also made him fast, and that when he runs, he feels God’s pleasure.  The actor who played Eric Liddell in the film, the late Ian Charleson, did a wonderful job of portraying that divine pleasure.  When he ran, the actor cocked his head back, opened his mouth, and seemed to inhale the divine Spirit with every stride he took.  His expression was that of pure joy and ecstasy. If that’s not a spiritual practice – a practice in which the pure joy of running and movement led to an experience of divine pleasure – if that’s not a spiritual practice then I don’t know what is.

My friends, you don’t have to be a monk or an Olympic runner to listen for and connect with the Divine.  God doesn’t live in one place, in one practice, or in one faith tradition.  The Spirit of Love and Life is bigger than that. It lives everywhere – in the silence of a monastery, in the beauty of song, in the movement of a dance, in the blessing of just being alive. But you’ve got to be listening, awakening, and yes practicing.  Because when we practice, when we are intentional about nurturing our spirits, we open a door to a connection and an experience that is beyond words – a connection capable of filling our lives with joy, peace, hope, and love.
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