St Chad's Quiet Day
Saturday 16th March 2013.
11am – 12.30pm. First Session. 'Silence.'

12.30-1.15 pm. Lunch.

1.15-2.30 pm. Second Session. 'Noise.'
The First Session: Silence.
Opening Prayer: To you, O Lord, we owe the gift of speech, the power to express ourselves, our faith, our hope and love in words: lead us now into the silence from which all Christian conversation must spring, the silence of eternity, the silence of words wisely rejected, the silence in which all that is spiritually and pastorally wise and true is born.  With the gift of honest speech grant us also the grace of prayerful silence; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
Silence.

Our theme for this year's Lenten Quite Day, is Silence and Noise and we begin with two verses from the Book of Revelation.  

The first is from chapter 8, verse one: Now when the lamb broke the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for half an hour.  The second is found six verses later, The first angel blew his trumpet.  There came hail and fire mingled with blood.

But we begin with silence, because, traditionally in Christian spirituality, silence is held to be important for our growth in spiritual maturity.  Silence we say is golden.  It can also be prayerful.

You and I have a Christian duty towards ourselves.  In our Lord's summary of the Jewish Law, the Torah, we are to love the Lord our God with all or heart, and soul and mind and strength, and our neighbours, as ourselves.  

As ourselves.  We have a duty of care to ourselves, because if we fail to look after ourselves   it will be so much harder to love our neighbour.  To help us with our bodies and minds, we have the NHS and also for our minds, for with our hearts and souls, we have our prayers and the prayer life of the church.

So this is what Quiet Days are about: taking good spiritual care of ourselves so that we can love God, our neighbour and ourselves better.  Silence is part of the pastoral care for what spiritual writers call our 'inner lives.'

Everyone here has an 'inner life': the life we live in our private thoughts and feelings.  These days life makes heavy demands on us and we meet those demands with our spiritual strength, an inner strength which, if we don't look after it, is soon run down.  We need constantly to recharge our batteries.  And through prayer and meditation that's the purpose of our Quiet Day.

Why silence?  It's because our spiritual forbears in ancient Israel discovered that unless they could get away from life's constant drain on their spiritual resources, there was no way they could replenish them.  As we saw two years ago, with the Desert Fathers and Mothers, they retreated to the solitude of the desert.

The nave of St Chad's today is our spiritual desert.  St Chad's is for us, what the silence of the Judaean Wilderness was for Jesus.

Yet silence may not always for everyone.  We are all so different.  In talks and sermons  I have often drawn attention to the difference psychologically between those outgoing, spontaneous  people we call extroverts, and the more withdrawn, thoughtful folk we call introverts.  

We are all a balance between the two.  Some like me are more introvert than extrovert, and we find silence a welcome and refreshing thing; while those who are more extrovert would rather be doing. preferably in company with others.  

For them, there is this marvellous verse from the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach in the apocrypha: their prayer is in the practice of their trade. [38:34]
[2]
This is what George Herbert had in mind in his poem 'Elexir', when he wrote:




'A servant with this clause 




Makes drudgery divine: 




Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws 




Makes that and the action fine.'

A job well done and dedicated to God is as much a prayer as the silence of Carmelite nun.

There can be no elitism in our seeking silence this morning.  It's just another way of caring for our inner lives as part of our Christian duty towards ourselves.

Those who practice the way of silence are following the prophet Elijah in seeking 'the still small voice' that he found after the earthquake and fire.

Elijah, was being being pursued by that most frightening of all strong biblical women, Queen Jezebel.  She had killed all the true prophets of God except Elijah and she was out to get him, and he was in hiding in a desert cave.  What dost thou here? God asks him.  

I remember having to translate this passage when I was struggling to learn Hebrew.  God was with Elijah, but not in the noise of wind, fire and earthquake, but, in the Hebrew, in kol demamah dakah.

Kol was 'voice' or 'sound'; Demamah was 'stillness' or 'silence'; but dakah, meaning 'small,' 'still' or 'fine' was more interesting because it was a noun from the verb dakak, which meant to grind small, so I translated it as crushed.  The still, small voice that Elijah heard was the 'sound of finely crushed silence.'  But my tutor wouldn't hear of it!  

The Revised English Bible translates it as 'a faint murmuring sound.'  The New International Version as 'a gentle whisper.'  But Elijah was a man crushed small by the terrifying Jezebel.  

The Hebrew is telling us something of the kind of silence in which we might hope to hear God.  Any old silence wouldn't do.  

Jesus went into the wilderness and heard the voice of the tempter.  The desert fathers and mothers went into Egyptian deserts of Scete and Nitra.  St Benedict and thousands of monks following his rule entered monastic silence to hear the kol demamah dakah.  We have come into the desert and silence we call St Chad's.

Everything will depend on what you and I bring into the silence, and what we do with it.  It will depend too on what we bring of ourselves.  Elijah brought his Jezebel-caused depression and his anxiety for his Jezebel-threatened ministry as the last of the true prophets.  A great silence hung over his future and that of Israel and from that silence he prayed.  

In silence Elijah faced God and he faced himself.  In silence we will do the same.  Prayer is spiritual work and serious prayer is hard work.

But first a few practical details about the day.  This first session last 90 minutes, and at the end of this introduction we will go into silence.  Find somewhere quiet in church and pray, read or meditate for 45 minutes or so, until I call everyone together again for a short discussion on the silence as you've experienced it.

This isn't normally done on Quiet Days but a number of people have said that they would appreciate more opportunities to discuss prayer and spiritual things.

Now not everyone finds a long silence easy to manage, so it's perfectly all right to sit and read a devotional book or a book on prayer.  Monks and nuns living a life of prayer have always seen spiritual reading as a kind of prayer.  

When she prayed, St Teresa of Avilia kept a book by her for years.
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I've put out a few books of my own that you can use if you'd like to.  And you're free to borrow them.  Just put your name and phone number on the list so that I can keep track of them.

And then at 12.30, we break for lunch, until 1.15pm. when we return for our second session on the spiritual significance of the other side of silence, noise.

There are so many different kinds of silence that it's worth asking, 'What kind of silence is golden on a Quiet Day?  We should try to leave outside the silence of the sulker and the suffering silence of the martyr.  Our world is full of all the wrong kinds of silence: the silence of the abuser and the silence of the victim; the silence of the politician and other holders of dubious secrets.

We are in search of the silence of psalm 46, verse 10: Be still and know that I am God.'  This is the silence of a heart and mind that's open and receptive to God.  As that 'still small voice' is easily drowned out by talking, if ever we are to hear it, important though talking is, the talking has to stop.

There was silence in heaven for half an hour, says St John.  The silence of attention, the silence of waiting on God.  

The great French spiritual writer, Simone Weil, reminded us that we first learned the spiritual art of paying attention at school.  We may have thought we were learning maths and English, but what we were really learning was how to pay the kind of attention that was completed in Waiting on God, the title of her most famous book.

I remember going to my first performance of Handel's Messiah.  At the Hallelujah Chorus, we all stood up, as king George II had first done, and just as I was caught up in the music, it stopped.  In the midst of a full choir and orchestra, the music stopped – and then started again.

There was silence in heaven for half an hour.  Handel knew that dramatic and liturgical silence would only work if we were caught up in it, and I was.  

In our Quiet Day, our prayer should be that we'll find ourselves caught up in the silence; the absence of the human voice and other noises and that we'll find that at some point the absence becomes a presence, a realisation of the presence of God.

Prayerful silence is the absence that can become a presence.  When that happens, we have discovered the prayer that doesn't need words and lies beyond them.  This wordless prayer of silent realisation of God's presence and love and glory is the prayer spiritual writers call 'Contemplation.'

To find it, and live in it, men and women have locked themselves away for years as monks and nuns.  Occasionally they passed on their experience to us in a poem; one of the best of which is The Habit of Perfection, by the former Anglican become Jesuit, Gerard Manley Hopkins [1844-89].
I'll read just the first three verses.  Note the following words: silence, still, music, dumb, curfew, eloquent, and the double-dark that finds the uncreated light, which is the light of God himself.

Elected Silence, sing to me


And beat upon my whorlèd ear,


Pipe me to pastures still and be


The music that I care to hear.

Shape nothing lips; be lovely-dumb;


It is the shut, the curfew sent


From there where all surrenders come


Which only makes you eloquent.

Be shellèd, eyes, with double dark


And find the uncreated light;


This ruck and reel which you remark,


Coils, keeps and teases simple sight.
[4]


That's the silence we seek beyond our noisy lives in a noisy world.

And if you say, 'This sort of prayer, the silent prayer of contemplation, isn't for an ordinary person like me.'  Well you never know.  In my first curacy at Knotty Ash, a very ordinary woman in the congregation asked to talk to me one day about prayer.  That doesn't happen very often.  After a couple of minutes it became clear that in the inner silence she kept, and without reading any of the books on the subject, she had stumbled on the prayer of contemplation.

And again at Knotty Ash, in 1964, I asked the children at the children's service if they would write down for me their answer to the question, 'What is Worship?'

Next week, a young lad, Stephen, handed me a piece of paper.  On it he had written.

God is a spirit – spirits are black.  We can't see nothing but we know it's there.  When we worship nothing there is nothing to see but inside us the nothing turns into a picture of God on his throne, and the more we worship, the more the nothing turns into a beautiful picture of God like a painting in bright colours,  When we don't worship God the nothing grows dark and black again.  

That's deep stuff, born out of silence, a real experience expressed in a child's language.  It's the sort of thing that makes being a parish priest so fulfilling.  In Knotty Ash even a seven year old knew as much as the curate!  I

'Modern man has lost the option of silence,' wrote the American writer William Burroughs, [1914-97].  

One of my favourite programmes is Room 101, where guests are invited to put things they can't stand into George Orwell's famous room from his novel 1984.   It's where the things you hate and fear can disappear.  One of the things I'd put in is the over-hyped screaming of modern audiences.  Whatever happened to modulated applause?  'Modern man has lost the option of silence.' 

Some branches of Buddhism give great importance to the Buddha's famous Flower Sermon, in which he simply held up a white lotus flower for the silent contemplation of his disciples.  Nothing was said, but the sermon was heard.

The Swiss writer, Max Picard [188-1965], wrote in his book The World of Silence, 'There are no longer any silent men in the world today; there is no longer any difference between the silent and the speaking man, only between the speaking and the non-speaking man.  And because there are no silent men there are no longer any listeners'.

This absence of silence in our world is a spiritual matter because it distances us from God, things and one another.  Often, when a music group is playing we can't hear the music for the  screaming.  The music is drowned out by the absence of silence.

And in political life where the drama of the news drowns out the news itself, it's little better.  It's why the Buddha held up the flower and said nothing.  It was a sermon without words.  He wanted them simply to see the flower as a flower without any kind of concealing clamour or hype.  

In our world everything you and I see is interpreted before we get to see it.  There are  multi-million pound industries manufacturing the image of celebrities and politicians long  before they appear on TV screens.  Even the news is managed news to keep us on side.  Why else does the 6 o' clock news end with a heart warming story.  

Only in silence do we get to see things as they are and not as someone else wants us to see them.  Silence becomes spirituality important when it's the silence that guarantee honesty.  Other kinds of silence can hide the truth, and so we need to pray for the silence that's an honest silence.

And though it's the most difficult of all the subjects we could discuss, there is the silence of God; a silence that can make people angry.  It's also a silence can so embarrass church spokesmen that to conceal their embarrassment they act as God's spin doctors.  
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I find it embarrassing that, like  big businesses, every diocese in our church has a press officer whose job is to put the best possible spin on church news.

If, in the silence of the desert or a church we can silence ourselves, our spin doctors, our incessant inner chattering and the clamour of our egos, then we may become open to the inspiring presence of God in the silence of God.

When the mind is silent God may get a word in edgewise.  How do we know that what comes into our mind is from God?  We don't, except that the truth and quality of what comes to us is so unlike our natural inclinations or makes such a charitably creative and surprising use of them that inner conviction can draw no other conclusion.

It may be that you and I emerge from our silence having encountered only ourselves.  And that also can be good.  Early Christians took over the old pagan Greek proverb: 'gnōthi seautón', Know thyself.  This might mean, your true self, as God wants you to be,  not as the crowd, or your friends or even your parents wanted you to be.

These days we might say, 'In prayer become your authentic self,' for that self stands a better chance of becoming aware of the divine, which is the presence that is never absent, that of God.  

Over the door of his house in Geneva, Carl Jung, the famous psychotherapist, carved the words: 'Called or not, God shall be there.  We can easily forget this.  In the silence we ask that we might know it.

So why was there silence in heaven after the seventh seal was opened?  The rabbis said that it as because when the incense was offered in the Temple in Jerusalem, the angels fell silent in heaven so that the prayers of the faithful on earth could be heard.  This kind of humanising, sometimes folksy, informal interpretation, by the rabbis, especially of difficult texts, is known as midrash.

In one of my favourite midrashim, after the drowning of the Egyptians in the Red Sea, God asks the angels why they are rejoicing when his children are drowned.  When Jesus says that there will be 'more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents,' [Lk 15:7] that' too is midrash.  

In a moment, we will enter the silence that mirrors that silence in heaven, quieten our minds so as to inhabit the quietness spiritually, and sit and wait on God, or read with a receptive mind.

LUNCH: 12.30-1.15 p.m.
St Chad's Quiet Day
Saturday 16th March 2013.
11am – 12.30pm. First Session. 'Silence.'

12.30-1.15 pm. Lunch.

1.15-2.30 pm. Second Session. 'Noise.'
The Second Session: Noise.
Opening Prayer: You speak to us, O Lord, in the silence of a loving heart, and yet we live in the distraction and clamour of a noise-filled world; grant us the grace to hear your voice despite the commotion and babble of our age and time.  May its din and confusion never distract us in our vocation to serve you and all who have a claim on our gifts and time; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
Noise.

The physical and spiritual truth discovered by those who search for silence is that silence is impossible.  There is always some kind of noise.

In the desert you can hear the crack of rocks splitting, shattered by frozen dew.  Once, standing in the silent emptiness of the Great Basin Desert of Nevada, I heard an unseen bird singing from many miles away, its voice carrying faintly across the dry air.

And, in Herod's temple in Jerusalem, the great water organ, or magrepha, could be heard from 15 miles away in Jericho.  St Chad's organ with all the stops out couldn't rival that.

The American experimental composer, John Cage's [1912-92] 1952 work, 4'33”, that is 4 minutes 33 seconds, is often treated as a joke, because a pianist, or even a whole orchestra, sits in silence for 4 minutes 33 seconds without playing a single note.

The only sound is a suppressed cough or embarrassed laugh as someone thinks, 'This cannot be serious.'  But it is.

Annemaurade has kindly lent me a copy of her score.  It has bar lines but no music. It makes sense, she told me, only if its performed with music you can hear – which is why we are sadly not having an actual performance this afternoon.

4”33' is a total of 273 seconds of minus sound, and as every schoolboy knows, minus 273 degrees Kelvin, is Absolute Zero, the temperature of silence at which all atomic and molecular movement was thought to stop; when even atoms ceased to make a noise and fell silent.

Except that nowadays we know they don't.  Quantum physics tells us that there is always some residual random vibration in all matter, and, in supposedly empty space, virtual particles are continually popping in and out of existence/

Today's physicist know what Christians at prayer have always known: that silence is impossible.  Noise is everywhere.

One morning at theological college, the door bell rang and as the only student not at lectures I answered it.  The caller was a motor cyclist.  I gave him a cup of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee and asked if he'd wait while I finished an essay.

He sat quietly for a few minutes while I scribbled away and then jumped to his feet, 'How do stand it?' he shouted.  'Stand what?' I asked.  'The silence.  It's getting on my nerves.  I hate silence.'

And he told me how he and his mates would ride into North Wales in the middle of the night, by rev-up their bikes and fill the Clydd valley with the roar of motor cycles.

As he couldn't live without noise, I, a lover of peace and quiet put my essay on hold while he told me about his hatred of silence until his friend came out of his lecture.  
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It was a revelatory meeting and I've been pondering the spiritual meaning of noise ever since.

The moment you and I begin to pray, the noise starts up!  It's the oldest problem in the spiritual life.  As every teacher knows, thoughts wander even during exams; while at confirmation class every priest is asked a question about wandering thoughts in prayer and what to do about them. 

In his book, The Spiritual Life, the famous Russian spiritual director, Theophan the Recluse [1815-94], advised that wandering thoughts were only a sin if we indulged them; and that as well as putting them immediately in their place at the back of our minds, we should always try to pray with warm feelings; that is, as well as learning short prayers by heart we should also pray with the heart.  Our prayers should engage our feelings, especially feelings of love, because our feelings can wander as easily as our thoughts.  Feelings as well as thoughts can become spiritual noise.

As a practical starets, or spiritual teacher, Theophan was a great believer in short prayers because then the mind and heart are held on a short lead and can't wander far.  Theophan practiced the Jesus prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.

The idea was that if you prayed this often the prayer took on a life of its own and migrated from the head to the heart so that when the prayer repeated itself there you wouldn't even know you were praying.

Many Anglicans have adopted the Jesus Prayer, though as with other forms of devotion it may not be for us.  We each have to find the form of prayer that suits us individually and cuts out spiritual noise.

Theophan also recommended that we learn to think of God as being with us everywhere and at all times.  This is what I learned to call, on the first retreat I ever went on: practising or recollecting the presence of God.  

At Chapter meetings, the Vicar in the next parish to Knotty Ash, used to say, 'Brethren, let us have a snap mediation.  Let us recollect the presence of God.  Let us...' and then he'd move on to short, quick fire prayers that came so quickly that your mind had no time to wander.

Other clergy led slow, thoughtful, full of pauses intercessions.  But the Vicar of Holy Trinity, Dovecote's prayers gave your mind no time to wander.  With him prayer and noise could be indistinguishable!  

One of the pastoral pamphlets I've prepared for St Chad's, I've  called, Useful Prayers and Snap Meditations for Busy Times.  You know now that the phrase 'Snap Meditation' is not my own though it contains some of my own favourite short prayers.  That English classic on the spiritual life, The Cloud of Unknowing, says, Short Prayers penetrate heaven.

Among my our favourites is this, for when we get up in the morning.  It's by the Presbyterian commentator, Matthew Henry [1662-1714]: Prepare me for the events of the day; for I know not what a day may bring forth,

The Quaker, George Fox, [1624-91], had this which I also like.  It's useful when we are praying for someone.  Baptise my heart into a sense of the conditions and needs of all men.

George Appleton, [1902-93], who was my bishop when I was British Chaplain in Haifa and the most prayerful man I've ever met, gave us this, a prayer tailor-made for parish clergy.  Grant me, O Lord, the single eye, that I may see the one thing needful.

The short prayer I use more than any other is this from that very early Christian writing, The Didache, or Teaching: Let Grace come and this world pass away.  I've used it sometimes when watching bad news on television and the cruelty and hostility of the world is all too obvious..
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But the short prayer that haunts me most, and which I find impossible to pray is this from Dag Hammarskjold's [1905-61] private spiritual diary, Markings.  Hammarskjold was Secretary General of the United Nations.  His spiritual diary was only discovered after he'd died in a plane crash.  If you enjoyed watching Borgen on TV, you'll detect immediately the Nordic Noir behind this prayer: For all that has been, thanks.  To all that shall be, Yes.  That really is a dark heroic Christian spirituality.

And if you want a snap meditation on a short spiritual thought, try this by Simone Weil, Limitation is the evidence that God love us.  I remember that prayer whenever I come up against my own limitations, which is often.  It's worth pondering when next you come up against yours.

In family life and human relationships, in work and in prayer, especially in the silences of prayer, we soon come up against our limitations.  It's then that we are open to being helped by people or by God.

In meditation we pray with the mind.  In contemplation, it's the heart that prays.  I am better at praying with the mind.  It's one of my limitations.  Others, pray more with their feelings.  And this is where the old advice, pray as you can, not as you can't is useful.  It's largely a matter of personality, with introverts versus extroverts.  To some extent, what is prayer to one can become 'noise' to the other.

If we like to pray with a clear mind, then feelings can get in the way and become noise.  If we like to pray through our feelings, then thought become the noise.  The most 'effective' prayer is the prayer that is also 'affective' prayer, where 'affect' is the word psychologists use to talk about the involvement of feeling.  

We each have to work at our love for God just as we have to work at our love for those nearest to us.  After all, it's the only way that other people become more than just 'noise' in our lives.  How can I love God more? is linked to the question, 'How can I love my neighbour more?'  Both can easily become just 'noise.'

In 1948, an American electronics engineer, Claude Shannon [1916-2001], a name that should be as famous as that of Newton, Darwin and Einstein, launched our modern information age of computers, mobile phones and the internet with a scientific paper called The Mathematical Theory of Communication.  We couldn't watch television tonight without it.  And to a large extent his theory was a study of 'noise.'  

In communication of any sort, the information we want is known scientifically as the signal, and the signals we don't want are known as 'noise'.  And engineers use phrases like, 'the signal to noise ratio', which is how I think God would experience my prayer life: as communication with a very  low 'signal to noise ratio.'  

As a mathematician, Shannon wrestled with the problem of noise reduction in telephone systems as keenly as you and I do in our prayers.  I find it a comfort to know that 'noise' is as much an ineradicable part of the physical universe as it is of the spiritual.  The best we can hope for is reduce it to an ignorable minimum.  

The 1930s Pico radio I listened to as a boy always had low levels of 'noise' which my parents called 'interference'.  With my modern radio and TV, thanks to Clause Shannon, it's practically eliminated.

If only I could deal with the 'noise' in my prayers as easily.  Sometimes my prayers seem to be all 'noise.'  

It's all part of an even bigger spiritual problem: that of 'distraction.'  Teachers know this well.  When I sat the 11 plus, we had 48 continually wandering minds in our class.  The boys in the bottom section were in the bottom section, Mr Thomas said, because they loved nothing better than being distracted.

[9]

Our Vicar, Mr Penley, faced it in church with even adults chattering instead of praying before the service began.  In the 1940s, when I first went to church, few dared to speak before the service began.  The silence was for prayer.  Only Methodists chattered!  But over the years the noise to signal ratio has grown to drown out most parish church organs!

The truth is that we cannot live without 'distraction'.  We need noise.  It's a spiritual thing and a lot more popular than silence!  Life is hard, and difficult and hard and difficult things are made bearable by distraction.  It's a human need even when it's a problem.

Distraction in prayer, and life as spiritual noise, was a problem tackled by the great French Christian philosopher and mathematician, Blaise Pascal [1623-62].  In his book Pensees, he wrote famously, The only thing that consoles us for our misery is distraction; and yet it is the greatest of our miseries....without it we should grow weary and our weariness would drive us into seeking a much more solid way of escaping from it.  But distractions amuse us and bring us imperceptibly to death.

In the 20th century, the former Trappist monk. Thomas Merton [1951-68], wrote in his book Disputed Questions: underneath the apparently logical pattern of 'well-organised' and rational life there lies an abyss of irrationality, confusion, pointlessness and apparent chaos.  This is what immediately impresses itself upon the man who renounces diversion... it is only when the apparent absurdity of life is faced in all truth that faith becomes possible.  Otherwise faith tends to be a kind of diversion, a spiritual amusement. 

Atheists often claim that people become religious in order to escape from life; Merton is the evidence that for many it's a way to face up to our existence in all its perplexity and fury.  We need distraction because we human beings are so restless.  In body and mind we must always be on the move.  Merton wrote, they are condemned to physical or spiritual movement, because it is unbearable for them to sit still...Man was made for the highest activity which is in fact his rest.

We can see in this how atheism itself can become a spiritual distraction.  It's why in the last quarter of the 20th century atheism has become part of the spiritual noise of secular society.

For me, the value of these insights is that anything, even prayer itself, can be a distraction when it's diverting us away from George Appleton's 'the one thing needful.'  

It's one more reason to pray, Lead us not into temptation.  

You and I carry our own special kind of noise with us wherever we go.  In a few moments we will take it with us as we re-enter the silence of our Quiet Day.  What we do with it will depend on the sort of person we are and where we are up to in our continually unfolding and developing Christian life.

Can we can begin to pray our noise.  We acknowledge the truth that even when we pray, we pray as distracted creatures.  We know we are fooling ourselves spiritually when we are distracting ourselves from George Appleton's one thing needful.

Once we have grasped the spiritual significance of distraction as part of the noise that accompanies all our prayers, as well as our loving, working and learning and many other activities as well, then we can begin to make some spiritual sense of some quite surprising things.

Addiction to illegal, mind-changing drugs, for example.  The law sees this as a moral and legal matter and many Christians do too.  Every parish priest has them knocking at the door asking for help.  

If you see them as a moral problem, then we'll probably send them away.  If we see them as a spiritual and therefore a pastoral problem, we'll recognise their enslavement to drugs as a distraction, a noise to hide a noise, a chemical diversion from things they couldn't manage in their lives, a distraction that got out of hand and took over their life.
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In one of his sermons, Dr Johnson had something to say about this.  It is sufficient our brother is in want, he said, by which way he brought his want upon him let us not too curiously enquire... no man is so bad as to lose his title to Christian kindness.

Abandoned by their families and friends many become homeless and then all they have left is life as one long continual spiritual noise.

We might think that with drug addiction as the triumph of spiritual noise we have travelled a long way from silence, but as we saw this morning there are as many different kinds of silence as there are noise.

An addict's life is at once a terrible silence and a terrible noise.  Few people can handle the chaos of their lives and many find themselves deserted and abandoned.  An addicts life is a noise surrounded by a fearful and unwelcome silence.  The worst fate for any human being is to be overwhelmed and drown in spiritual noise.

Prayer as silence and prayer as noise refuse to write such victims off, off because prayer that wrestles with its own noise knows that they are only a greatly enlarged mirror image of itself.

Little wonder that the disciples said to Jesus, Lord teach us how to pray.

We've a great deal of noise, all of us, to carry into our silence; but before we do so, what about all that noise in heaven?  There were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake.  This is the noise that accompanies God's judgement at the end of history, when his long silence is ended.

We return once more to our silence taking our own distinctive spiritual noise with us, asking that by God's grace it might be redeemed and we'll reconvene at 2.15 p.m, to share what we'd found.

Closing Prayer: Lord teach us how to pray; how to persevere in prayer; how to cultivate inner peace in the silence of a believing heart, and in that silence to redeem the noise and chaos of our lives, lest we inflict them on those we love and serve: through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
