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The New York Times magazine had an article last Sunday by the Jewish journalist Zev Chafets called “The Right Way to Pray?” (NYT 9/20/09)  In his search through different religious traditions he meets with a Christian Spiritual Director.  Now Zev Chafets is a typical high-energy guy:  he’s written nine books, founded the Jerusalem Report, spends his time between Tel Aviv and New York, and he has an engaging smart-aleck point of view.  

So here’s what he reports about his meeting with a Spiritual Director.  He tells her about his several brushes with mortality, and his vague yearnings to learn how to pray.  And now I quote this exchange from the article: 

“I can tell you are very intelligent,’ she said…‘and that’s fine, but sometimes intellect is a block to spirituality.  And I’d like for you to discover your spiritual side…’  [she then asks him]  ‘Are you sometimes silent?’
‘I sleep with the television on,’ I said”

This response seems so Jewish.  Not that we all sleep with the television on, but the juxtaposition of “Jewish” and “silence” seems a contradiction in terms.  People laugh in disbelief when I say I’m going on a Jewish silent meditation retreat.  Most anthologies of Jewish texts and teachings that I have in my library don’t even have “silence” in the index.

And yet silence is quietly a part of the Jewish tradition, a part we are coming increasingly to value.  So I’d like to reflect with you tonight about the role and the value of silence in our lives.
One caveat:  I’m not talking about the negative aspects of silence, when we withhold ourselves from others, or even punish them, with the “silent treatment.”  I’m talking about silence as a way to more deeply connect--more deeply connect with others, with ourselves, and with the Source of Life.

In a surprising way, there are times when we can more deeply connect with others through silence.  Our sages say, “Do not try to comfort your friend when your friend’s deceased lies before him.”  (Pirke Avot 4:23)  And in the book of Job we read of the three friends who hear of Job’s suffering.  “They sat with him on the ground seven days and seven nights.  None spoke a word to him for they saw how very great was his suffering.”  (2:13).  From this we learn the Jewish custom of not speaking to the mourners at a house of mourning.  Instead we wait until they have spoken first.  We greet them, of course, but we stay silent in the face of their loss, speaking only if and when they are ready.  We connect by the simple fact of our silent presence.  
This type of silence is intentional; we hold back to give someone else more room.  One of my colleagues teaches her students something she calls “pause time.”  If we want to feel a connection with others, we need to pause in our speaking long enough to allow them to speak.  

Have you ever had a phone conversation with someone who talks non-stop?  They are full of news and you are happy for them, but they don’t allow any pause time so that you can actually say, “I’m so glad to hear this!”  Personally, I find this frustrating, because I don’t feel I’m a full participant in the conversation, and I don’t feel fully present for the person who is speaking because I’m being held off by a wall of words.
Allowing “pause time” in our interactions with other people, a time of silence, may initially seem awkward, but in truth it’s the silence that makes space for something new, and perhaps something deeper, to emerge.  True connection between people often comes out of silence.

I think we could also say the same about ourselves:  that connection to our true self, our deeper self, comes out of silence. 

I don’t need to remind you of how barraged we are by the urban sounds all around us.  And even if for moments we can block out all that traffic noise, the dishwasher, the radio and iPod, and all the other commotion--we are all too often left with the noise in our head!  That yacka-de yack voice that carries on like a sports announcer commenting on our life play by play.  And if it’s not commenting on what’s happening at the moment, it’s likely to be telling us what future thing to worry about, or what past thing to feel guilty about.
Silencing that voice is a bit harder than turning off a radio, but it can be done.  Meditation is the main tool for learning how to turn off--or at least manage--that inner voice.  For those who don’t meditate, however, there are other ways.  A friend of mine has the practice each morning of making a cup of coffee and leisurely drinking it while contemplating the view out the back window.  No newspaper.  No radio.  No conversation.  Just the silence.  And when the inner sports announcer shows up, my friend gently invites him to be quiet for now and to respect the silence.  More often than not that works.

How might our lives be enhanced by this kind of daily silence?

In Chaim Potok’s book The Chosen, one of the central characters, Danny, says, “I've begun to realize that you can listen to silence and learn from it.  It has a quality and a dimension all its own.  It talks to me sometimes.  I feel myself alive in it.  It talks.  And I can hear it."

Or as the 11th century Spanish poet Solomon ibn Gabriol said, “In seeking wisdom, the first step is silence.”  
The prophet Elijah experienced the tumult and majesty of a wind that split mountains and shattered rocks, which was followed by an earthquake, and then by a fire.  But it was only afterward, in the silence, that Elijah heard “a still, small voice” that told him what he was to do next.  

We need silence to hear clearly the “still, small voice” that leads us toward wisdom, toward insight, toward our own inner growth.  We begin with an absence of words or noisy distractions and then we can move into an inner quiet that we deliberately seek and protect.  Our lives can be guided by the wisdom that emerges from this silence 
I began by saying silence is a way to connect with others, with our own selves, and with the Source of Life.  We’ve spoken about connecting with other people through “pause time” and by refraining from speech -- both of which give space for others to be themselves and to connect with us.  We also considered silence as a way to connect with our own deepest self and our inner wisdom.  

Let’s consider now the silence that leads us to the transcendent.  

The psalmist says, “Be still and know that I am God.” (Ps 46:11)  How can we understand this?  I think of Claude Debussy’s comment:  “Music is the space between the notes.”  That is, paradoxically, the music is actually in the silence.
Likewise, God, the Source of Life, is most likely to be sensed not in the noisy notes of everyday life, but in the silence between the noise. 
If we go hiking with friends and we spend the time talking, we surely have a good time.  But when we are in nature and are silent, do we not begin to feel a connection with all that is holy and transcendent?  A connection that eludes us in the midst of noise?
When we look into a baby’s eyes, do we not go deeper in that silent gaze, do we not experience the wonder of creation at that silent moment, more than in any conversation?

I think it is the task of our lifetimes to create profound connection with others, with our own self, and with the universal energy we call God.  We yearn for this connection, but in our busy, noisy world we forget the path of silence that can lead us there.
I invite you, in this new year, to bring a new awareness of silence to your life, and to make room for it.  Seek it and protect it.  It won’t happen by itself; we must be intentional.  Trees and plants grow in silence.  May we, too, grow in the deep rich soil of silence.
We will take a few moments of silence now, before continuing with our service.
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