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Sounds of Sheer Silence

July 23, 2017
With a sermon title like this some may wonder if I am “Disturbed”.  If you don’t know your pop culture references, heavy metal band Disturbed recently covered the much beloved Simon and Garfunkel song “The Sound of Silence”.  They did it justice.  I am not “Disturbed”, at least not in that way, but I too am drawn to the sounds of silence.  Sheer silence, to be more specific.

I had a sheer silence experience recently.  I was out biking one of those warm blustery days last week.  My destination was Dakota Dunes.  For over an hour I struggled into the pulsating south wind.  I got to the bluff above the Whitecap Dakota first nation and I stopped.  Laboring into the wind was beginning to annoy me let alone tire me.  I took in the amazing view while taking a long drink of water.  I decided it was enough; time to head home.  It goes without saying, but it must be said, biking with wind is much easier than biking against it.  I shifted into the big ring and cruised.  At some point I reached biking nirvana—the alignment of bike speed with wind speed while heading precisely the direction the wind is blowing.  No head wind, no side wind, no tail wind.  The result is a mystical experience of stillness and near silence while being aware of the wind.  I could see the wildflowers in the ditch dancing and hear the leaves of the trees rustling in the breeze, but I felt no wind.  All was still.  I was conscious of the wind, my breathing, the roll of rubber on the road, and the gentle tumble of the sprockets—a sheer silence moment for me.
I suspect we all crave to find a place of quiet rest near to the heart of God. We struggle against fierce relational winds, against unrelenting financial winds, against merciless winds of loss, combative winds in the work place, the winds of change.  We stick with the plan, but it sure is hard.  Slogging into those winds without life giving water can lead to cynicism, to spiritual dehydration, to a health crises.  Legs and spirits spent we periodically stop to look around.   For our own well-being, sometimes, we need to turn towards home.  Our spiritual home, that is.

Elijah headed home.  A bounty upon his head and near burnout, Elijah journeys to the sacred Mountain of God.  Mt. Horeb is where God met Moses in a burning bush.  It is where Moses and God visited face to face.  It is where God gave the ten commandments.  It is home for all in the prophetic tradition.  Elijah came to the mountain of God looking to be reassured and renewed.  God was not to be found in the earthquake, wind or fire.  God was in the silence, and the silence terrified Elijah.  He didn’t know what to do with it.   Many of us don’t know how to settle into the silence either. 

Mennonite Church Sk has asked us to spend of minute of our worship services this summer in quiet prayer for our Provincial body, and I am not sure we know what to do with that minute of silence.  Jesus says, “Come unto me all ye who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me... and you will find rest for your souls”, and I am not sure we know how to come unto Jesus and join him in the yoke.  I truly believe we want to meet God and receive the rest Jesus promises us.  It is my hope today’s worship service encourages and equips us for recognizing God in the silence.  God is in the silence, so to meet the living God and risen Christ we do well to become comfortable with the silence.
Turning off Exterior Noise:  I appreciate the work of Rob Bell.  A number of years back I came across a series of videos he created to help God’s people.  With permission of Zondervan Press I share Rob Bell’s, “Noise”.  It lasts about 10 minutes.
[show track 005 “Noise” form Rob Bell’s Nooma]
Turning off Interior Noise:   O.K.  Once we turn off the exterior noise in our lives we have the chore of turning off the interior noise.  We all have lists, concerns, projects, and regrets that swirl around and around within us.  I offer us a few nuggets from spiritual masters of the past.  Each of the disciplines I am about to outline deserves a Sunday, or a month of Sundays, to unpack and practice together.  Today is just an introduction to the topic of meeting God in the silence.
Thich Nhat Hanh has written a wonderful book on mindfulness.  Amongst some of the gems within this meditation manual are the following.  
Counting Your Breath:  As you breathe in, count 1 in your mind, and as you breathe out, count 1.  Breathe in, count 2.  Breathe out, count 2.  Continue through 10, then return to 1 again.  This counting is like a string which attaches your mindfulness to your breath.  This exercise is the beginning point in the process of becoming continuously conscious of your breath.  Without mindfulness, however, you will quickly lose count.  When the count is lost, simply return to 1 and keep trying until you can keep the count correctly.  Once you can truly focus your attention on the counts, you have reached the point at which you can begin to abandon the counting method and begin to concentrate solely on the breath itself.

In those moments when you are upset or dispersed and find it difficult to practice mindfulness, return to your breath:  Taking hold of your breath is itself mindfulness.  Your breath is the wondrous method of taking hold of your consciousness...Learn to practice breathing in order to regain control of body and mind, to practice mindfulness, and to develop concentration and wisdom...

Every Act is a Rite:  [P]ractice meditation when you walk, stand, lie down, sit, and work, while washing your hands, washing the dishes, sweeping the floor, drinking tea, talking to friends, or whatever you are doing. 
  “If while washing dishes, we think only of the cup of tea that awaits us, thus hurrying to get the dishes out of the way as if they were a nuisance, then we are not “washing the dishes to wash the dishes.”  What’s more, we are not alive during the time we are washing the dishes.  In fact we are completely incapable of realizing the miracle of life while standing at the sink.  If we can’t wash the dishes, the chances are we won’t be able to drink our tea either.  While drinking the cup of tea, we will only be thinking of other things, barely aware of the cup in our hands.  Thus we are sucked away into the future—and we are incapable of actually living one minute of life
.  When you are washing the dishes, washing the dishes must be the most important thing in your life.  Just as when you’re drinking tea, drinking tea must be the most important thing in your life...Chopping wood is meditation.  Carrying water is meditation.  Be mindful 24 hours a day, not just during the one hour you may allot for formal meditation or reading scripture and reciting prayers...Each act is a rite, a ceremony.

“Now Patrick”, I can hear voices say, “we are Christians and not Buddhists”.  Understood.  And yet spirituality distinguishes not between the north, south, west or east.  Speaking of the east let us take a foray into a spiritual practice which comes to us from Eastern Christianity.   Hundreds of pages within the spiritual treatise of Eastern Christianity called the Philokalia are devoted to the Jesus Prayer.  The prayer itself is a composite from several New Testament stories in which people were seeking God.  The prayer goes, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God; have mercy on me, a sinner”.  Some modern versions of the prayer drop the sinner bit, but the truth is the truth.  We are frail and too often fail.  I appeal to Jesus Christ not on the basis of my merits, but out of his compassion for my fragility.  I know this, so I keep the sinner tag when using this prayer.  How does it work?

Like the Buddhists, the spiritual masters behind the Philokalia invite us to attend to our breathing.   We sync the prayer with our breathing.  “Breathe in:  “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God”; breathe out:  “have mercy on me, a sinner.”  “Breathe in:  “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God”; breathe out:  “have mercy on me, a sinner.”
   Over and over a person can pray in such a way finding a deep silence within and around.   I have used this prayer on drives to Rosthern, on walks along the river, in the quiet of my office.  It guards my heart and soul in the midst of corrosive emotions.  Every breath, every prayer, re-grounds me in the strength that is beyond me. In the stillness of the Jesus Prayer I remember there is one greater than me and the sins of the world.
Our brief tour of silence stops next in Western Christianity.   A neat little exercise a part of the Jesuit spiritual manual has helped me become friends with the silence.  Take a familiar prayer, like the Lord’s Prayer, and spend an extended amount of time on a word or two.
  It is has been very rich for me to invest time sitting with the dimensions of the “our” in the “Our Father”.  The immensity of the “our” has time to grow within us as we dwell with it.  Or consider the “Father” of the “Our Father”.  God soon becomes recognized, as Ephesians puts it, the Parent “from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name”(3:15).  We are all brothers and sisters in the family of God.  And God is not just Parent of the whole human race, but also source of all creation.   The Psalms are replete with references to the parental care God offers the hills, the beasts and the birds.  This reality comes home fully when praying in the sheer silence of nature. 
I conclude this sermon by reminding us that our spiritual tradition affirms meditation and worship are not an ends to themselves.  Joining Jesus in the yoke surely involves disciplines which foster an intimacy with the God who is found in silence; and surely it means joining Christ in the yoke which prepares the ground for healing and hope to hurting people.  It is my contention we most effectively minister when nurtured by the God made known in the silence.   Elijah journeys to Mt. Horeb for renewal and restoration.  Elijah meets God in the silence and then is sent back to his prophetic ministry with three tasks assigned him.  As it is for Elijah and Jesus, so it is with us.  We enter into the silence to be renewed.  And then we enter back into the world for witness to a transformed life and the service which goes along with it.
Blessings be upon us all as we make our journeys back to the sacred centre of our lives, our metaphorical Mt. Horebs.  As we go may we be mindful of the grace of each step.  Having done so, we will have prepared ourselves to meet the living God in the silence.  And we will be strengthened for the tasks to which God assigns us.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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