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O Gracious and Holy [God] give us Wisdom to perceive Thee, Diligence to seek Thee, Patience to wait for Thee, Eyes to behold Thee, A heart to meditate upon Thee, and a life to proclaim Thee; Through the power of the Spirit of Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  St. Benedict

We live in a noisy world.  Sounds of traffic rushing, honking, radio blaring or even soothing, television talking-talking-talking, refrigerators humming, voices speaking, crying, calling, laughing, clicking and clanking of all sorts, lawn mowers in the summer and snow plows in the winter, garbage trucks, doors slamming, alarms ringing, cell phones calling in a myriad of ring tones – by the way, this would be a good time to make sure yours is turned off! 

Last week my husband asked if I was working on my sermon, and I said, no, it’s too noisy.  He gave me a puzzled look, and it was some time before I realized the noise was in my head.  Even when our surroundings are quiet, our minds and hearts can be filled with the noise of things to do, decisions to make, problems to solve, worries and concerns for ourselves and others, anxieties, fears, and frustrations, and even really good stuff that can bounce around in our heads like ping pong balls producing perpetual noise in our hearts.  We have people to care for, and listen to, justice to work for, causes and individuals to serve. We live in a busy, noisy world.

It was no less so in the 1st Century.  Mark’s gospel is one of urgency.  Over and over, Mark writes, immediately Jesus did this, and immediately Jesus went there, and immediately the crowds followed him, and immediately, immediately the gospel was proclaimed.  

In this first chapter we find Jesus surrounded by people, teaching them, healing them, casting out their demons.  It’s easy to miss this tiny, quiet, still verse tucked into the midst of all that noise and activity.  “In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.”
Thirty-five years ago, Henri Nouwen wrote a little book called Out of Solitude.  A friend gave me a copy when my daughters were very small and needing lots of care and attention as toddlers tend to do.  My life was noisy and busy and something in my soul was starving for silence.  Nouwen’s words were like a balm inviting me into the quiet where Jesus could heal me and renew me, and strengthen me for my busy days.
Listen to Nouwen’s words: “In the morning, long before dawn, he got up and left the house, and went off to a lonely place and prayed there.”  “In the center of breathless activities we hear a restful breathing.  Surrounded by hours of moving we find a moment of quiet stillness.  In the heart of much involvement there are words of withdrawal.  In the midst of action there is contemplation.  And after much togetherness there is solitude.”  The more I read this nearly silent sentence locked in between the loud words of action, the more I have the sense that the secret of Jesus’ ministry is hidden in that lonely place where he went to pray, early in the morning, long before dawn.  








     

In the lonely place Jesus finds the courage to follow God’s will and not his own; to speak God’s words and not his own; to do God’s work and not his own.  He reminds us constantly: “I can do nothing by myself…my aim is to do not my will, but the will of [God] who sent me” (John 5:30).  It is in the lonely place, where Jesus enters into intimacy with the Father, that his ministry is born.     Somewhere we know that without a lonely place our lives are in danger.  Somewhere we know that without silence words lose their meaning, that without listening, speaking no longer heals, that without distance, closeness cannot cure.  Somewhere we know that without a lonely place our actions quickly become empty gestures.  The careful balance - between silence and words, withdrawal and involvement, distance and closeness, solitude and community – forms the basis of the Christian life and should therefore be the subject of our most personal attention.”*

Now there are some problems with this that interrupt its universality.  You may feel that there is already too much silence in your life, too many lonely places.  Jesus’ calls us not to loneliness, but to solitude.  Loneliness is absence.  In solitude, God is fully present.

Personally, I have a big problem with the getting up long before dawn part.  For years I took this as the ideal for a life of prayer and felt a failure because it never seemed to work for me.  God in wisdom – or perhaps oversight – did not make me a morning person.  In spiritual direction – spending time with a companion on my spiritual journey – I learned that the quiet place for me was often surrounded by sound, by activity.  As I grow in maturity in life and faith, I continue to learn that God gives me the gift of silence in ways that honor who I am.

As an extravert, one of my favorite places to be alone with God is in a restaurant by myself.  Somehow the noise of my surroundings drowns out the noise in my mind so that I can be more completely present to God.  I know, it’s very strange.  But God’s mercy is such that God comes to us where we are, as we are.  

A few weeks ago, David and I spent 6 days in that mystical place called ‘up north.’  You know where it is – location is irrelevant because ‘up north’ is a place where we Minnesotans get away from the daily demands of life, where we can be closer to God’s creation, where we can be still for extended periods of time. It is a place where we can breathe and sleep and sit and listen and just be.  I know that I need that lonely place as well.    
 

“Somewhere we know that without a lonely place, our lives are in danger.”  Nouwen’s words come back to remind us that taking time to be alone with God is critical to our survival, critical to our discipleship.  Jesus modeled that for us, getting up, long before dawn, going out to a deserted place where he prayed, finding courage and strength and direction for his days.  

We will each find our own way to that lonely place, and it may change many times depending upon the season of our lives.  As a young mom, I arranged child care for my girls and spent the better part of every Wednesday alone, learning to just Be.  

Beginning our days with quiet words of centering can bring us into God’s Presence and fix the quiet place within.  One friend shared this word from St. Alban that begins her day: “O let me live until my season of worship is complete.”  This sets the tone and puts the whole of her day in the context of worship.  Another friend sent this quote from Arthur Foot: “Say to yourself: be still, grow quiet.  Forego for awhile the active tense… And listen long enough to let God speak to you.”

In a season of darkness, I took this line from Psalm 18 as my lifeline for each day: “You, O God, are my lamp…My God, who lightens my darkness.”  The verse was my connector to the One who would bring me out of darkness into God’s marvelous light.  In another season – one of stress and worry – I turned again and again to Psalm 46:10 – “Be still and know that I am God.”  And God would occasionally whisper in my ear…and you are not…reminding me that I was not in control.

I hope you will read Tim Hart-Andersen’s article in Thin Places. (You’ll find it on the literature tables.)  He speaks of the freedom of silence where the Holy touches our lives.  I hope that you will come to Education for Faith and Life classes on Sundays and Wednesdays as we seek Food for the Hungry Soul – some of our classes will include silence.  Others will offer wisdom of those who have gone before us in the spiritual pilgrimage.  Some classes will address the uniqueness of our personalities and affirm the uniqueness of our spiritual lives….like my lunches with God at the back table at D’Amico’s in Edina.

St. Augustine’s prayer invites us to rest in God – “You have made us for yourself alone, O God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”  Jesus knew his need for God, and so he got up long before dawn and went off to a lonely place to pray.

Sometimes we need reminders that God is near…like the little crosses I gave to the children. Music draws me into God’s presence in powerful ways.  I listen in my car to Liam Lawton, an Irish priest, who composes in the Celtic tradition.  One of my favorite songs is Hiding Place – it always helps me enter that place where God is, centering my soul – even as I pay attention to the traffic around me.  For God calls us to the place of quiet in the midst of real life where God can love us, heal us, and give us hope.

I will search in the silence, for your hiding place.  
In the quiet, Lord, I seek your face.

Where can I discover the wellsprings of your love?  
Is my searching and seeking in vain?  

How can I recover the beauty of your word?  
In the silence I call out your name.

Where can I find shelter to shield me from the storm, 
To find comfort though dark be the night. 

For I know my welfare is ever in your sight.  
In the shadows I long for your light.

Lead me in footsteps along your ancient way. 
Let me walk in the love of the Lord. 

Your wisdom is the heart’s wealth, a blessing all our days. 
In the silence I long for your Word.

I will search in the silence, for your hiding place.  
In the quiet, Lord, I seek your face.+
Enter the silence now.  Be still.  Rest.  If God speaks a word to you, listen.  If you hear only the silence, that is God’s word as well. Listen.  If you fall asleep, that is God’s gift of rest.  Listen.  When we sing the hymn together, remain seated in a spirit of rest and reflection.  Come to the quiet.  I will search in the silence, for your hiding place.  In the quiet, Lord, I seek your face….

*Out of Solitude by Henri J.M. Nouwen, Ave Maria Press/Notre Dame/Indiana, 1974, pp.13-14

+Hiding Place, from The Clouds’ Veil, Liam Lawton, GIA Productions, Inc., CD-415
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