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“SILENCE AS PRESENCE” 
 

KINDS OF SILENCE 

 

Just as peace is much more than the absence of war, and love is much more than the absence of hate, so 

there is a silence that is much more than the absence of noise.  That silence might be negative or positive.  

For example, we use expressions like “eerie silence” and “moody silence,” a “beautiful silence” and the 

“gift of silence.”  Silence, like everything else that matters in life, is both gift and task.  What I bring to 

the moment can make silence negative or positive.  Whether the outcome is negative or positive, can be 

assessed on the basis of whether it intends good relationships – with God, myself, other people, events 

and things. 

 

For example, I can use silence to manipulate or hurt others or brood and feel sorry for myself or avoid the 

moral responsibility of speaking out.  The intention here – deliberately or indeliberately chosen – might 

reasonably be called negative because the silence is potentially destructive to relationships.  On the other 

hand, I can use silence as a way of protecting another’s integrity, as an aid to recollection or as an 

opportunity to face what must be faced in myself.  The intention here – generally deliberately chosen – 

might reasonably be called positive because the silence is potentially in service of relationships.  In this 

way, silence can become Presence. 

 

SILENCE FOR OUR WORLD 

 

Consider the silence in Jesus’ presence – his manner of teaching (see Matthew 7:29), his recollection in 

the midst of the disciples (see Luke 5:16 & 9:18), his response to the men who brought before him the 

woman caught in adultery (John 8:1-11) and his bearing before Pilate (see especially John 18:28-19:16).  

Undoubtedly his silent time in the desert was a significant influence in his life (see Matthew 4:1-11). 

 

The example of Jesus was followed quite literally by many thousands of people who went to the deserts 

of Egypt in the 3rd, 4th and 5th centuries.  In the Rule of St Benedict – mid-6th century – there is given a 

very good practical reason for the rule of silence: 

 
The ninth step of humility is that a monk controls his tongue and remains silent, not speaking unless asked a 

question, for Scripture warns, ‘In a flood of words you will not avoid sinning’ (Proverbs 10:19), and ‘A 

talkative man goes about aimlessly on earth’ (Psalm 139(140):12).  (7:56-58) 

 

Benedict – and the subsequent tradition – clearly saw the need for silence in developing disciplined 

speech.  We can assume Benedict was a keen observer of human behaviour.  He was also a deep reader of 

the Scriptures.  There he heard the psalmist say: “I said, I have resolved to keep watch over my ways that 

I may never sin with my tongue” (Psalm 38(39):2).  He also heard James say: “Among all the parts of the 

body, the tongue is a whole wicked world in itself” (James 3:6). 

 

But there is much more than that in Benedict’s understanding of silence: “Monks should diligently 

cultivate silence at all times, but especially at night.” (42:1)  And again: “Reading will always accompany 

the meals of the brothers” and there is to be “complete silence (at meals)” (38:1 & 5).  Silence can help us 

develop an atmosphere within which we can listen: “Listen carefully, my son, to the master’s instructions, 

and attend to them with the ear of your heart” (Prologue 1).  High value is placed on inner stillness.  

There we can face what must be faced.  Life, no matter how “successful,” is empty without such facing. 

 

Are any of us likely to face what must be faced if we do not seek out times of silence in our lives?  What 

sort of presence will we bring to our relationships if we do not take up the task in the gift of silence?  Can 

we contribute anything to the peace of the world unless we come to that world from silence?  Is it 

possible to know ourselves as companions of God – our true vocation – if we are never still, never silent?  



Will we come to know God, the unnameable and the incomprehensible One, except in silence and by 

silence?  Can we speak good words if there is no silence to nurture those words? 

 

THE TASK IN THE GIFT 

 

Silence must be consciously and deliberately sought.  We must take the time.  There is little or nothing in 

our culture that will help us to remember – let alone respond to – the words of Psalm 46:10: “Be still and 

know that I am God.”  It will take people of silence to restore silence to our culture. 

 

Concretely, the task that comes with the gift of silence is the work of solitude.  Solitude is not a matter of 

physical isolation.  It is rather a matter of being fully present to yourself, submitting generously to the 

summons of the truth that arises from your depths.  Solitude is more an inner journey than a geographical 

place or sociological situation.  No one can make that journey for you or even with you.  Most of us 

welcome the distractions because the journey frightens us.  It is a journey through the wilderness of the 

spirit.  It is also a journey that makes us real.  It strips us of the useless and the fictional, the pretences and 

the game-playing.  It adds a measure of urgency to our lives for we realise the time that we have wasted 

on illusions.  Show me someone who is more or less superficial or mean spirited or someone who still 

thinks that life is about possessions and/or reputation, and I will show you someone who is refusing this 

journey.  Show me someone of more or less depth, a man or woman of mercy and compassion, of genuine 

wisdom and magnanimity, and I will show you someone who has travelled this road. 

 

And all this may be so ordinary as to be overlooked.  There can be silence in washing one’s face, being 

there for a child, walking, driving a car, digging in the garden, reading a book and doing ones job.  Yes, 

there can even be silence in speech.  The silence is not likely to be in these mundane moments, however, 

if the task and the gift of silence are not deliberately embraced at other times and in other places.  

 

Blessed are those individuals who do embrace the task and the gift of silence.  And blessed are those 

communities who have such people dwelling in their midst.  Their being there will help to ground the 

group in what is real and true.  Their presence will tend to bring peace.  Their words will tend to carry a 

healing power, being born of silence and leading back to silence.  This is, after all, the true and ultimate 

value of speech – to reveal the Presence.  The silence these people bear in their very bodies will be a 

presence which reminds the rest of us of what matters most. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

 

1.  What is your experience of silence is a negative force?  Give an example. 

2.  Why do you think malls and shops play background music? 

3.  Why might people rush to fill the silence that sometimes arises between people?  Reflect. 

4.  What is your experience of silence as a positive force?  Give an example. 

5.  In what circumstances might “absence of noise” not be positive silence? 

6.  What do you think is meant by saying silence is “gift and task”? 

7.  What steps do you take to ensure that your are constantly facing what must be faced within you? 

8.  What do you see as the link between silence and solitude? 

9.  Do you think it is possible to know silence in your world?  Reflect with concrete examples. 

10. How might silence remind us of what matters most? 
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