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January 2018 – Silence and Solitude 
 
 
Dear friends, 
I am up this Saturday for our first ELC-led monthly Cistercian Charism discussion. The 
assignment, as I understand it, is to facilitate discussion on the selected charism and 
offer questions in advance of our meeting for you to think about and for us to discuss on 
Saturday. I chose Silence. (Ironic that we will be having a discussion about silence.)  
 
My suggestion is that you read chapter 6 of the Rule of St Benedict (its only a couple of 
paragraphs) and if you feel so inclined, a chapter on silence that I copied from a book 
that was recommended for our reading list by Brother Cassian. It is entitled Monastic 
Practices and the author is Charles Cummings, OCSO. I have attached a copy of the 
chapter below. 
 
Here are the questions I suggest you sit with this week in preparation for our discussion 
Saturday: 
 
 
1. Chapter 6 of the Rule focuses specifically on silence but it is mentioned in many other places. 
What does the Rule indicate about the importance of silence? 

  

2. Here are a few thoughts on silence from some of our readings. (And a couple I added in from 
Thomas Merton.) What are your thoughts on the effects of silence in our lives? 

“When we start listening to the Word of God people have a right to expect something new of us.” 
(Wisdom Distilled from the Daily, Chittister, 20) 

The function of prayer is not to establish a routine; it is to establish a relationship with the God who is in 
relationship with us always. The function of times of prayer, then, is not to have us say prayers; it is to 
enable our lives to become a prayer outside of prayer. (Joan Chittister, The Rule of Benedict, Ch 20, 
p132) 

 Silence is necessary if [a monk] is to be sensitive to the interior word which the Holy Spirit continually 
speaks in his heart. The asceticism of silence should create a space, an emptiness in the depths of his 
being, where God can be heard without any other noise. (Andre Louf, The Cistercian Way, 93) 

 We are created in God’s image, but we are also wounded – in other words every human being contains 
the capacity for profound love and goodness but also for sin, addiction, and alienation. We are truly 
chaotic – at least at the level of thoughts and feelings. But beyond the kaleidoscope of inner tumult lies 
deep and profound silence, the silence where we can discern the holy presence (even if it remains hidden 
from our awareness.) (Carl McColman, Befriending Silence, 106-107) 

One thing has suddenly hit me - that nothing counts except love and that a solitude that is not simply the 
wide openness of love and freedom is nothing. Love and solitude are the ground of true maturity and 



freedom...true solitude embraces everything, for it is the fullness of love that rejects nothing and no one 
and is open to all in all. (Thomas Merton journal entry dated Apr 14 1966) 

Solitude is a stern mother who brooks no nonsense...The solitary life makes sense only when it is 
centered on one thing: the perfect love of God. Without this, everything is triviality. Love of God himself, 
for himself, in total surrender. (Thomas Merton journal entry dated Feb. 26-27, 1965) 

Solitude rips off all the masks and the disguises. It tolerates no lies. Thomas Merton 
 

3. I don’t know if you’re like me but I crave silence. Long for it. Need it desperately to stay 
balanced in a life that requires me to spend time with people almost constantly. So why do I not 
do it more often?  What is difficult for you about practicing silence?  Why do we put it off when we 
know how necessary it is? 

What have you found that helps nurture your practice of silence? 

  

4. Martin Laird talks about the struggles we face when we try to be silent – “the inner chaos going 
on in our heads, like some wild cocktail party of which we find ourselves the embarrassed host. 
Often, however, we are not even aware of how utterly dominating the inner noise is until we try to 
enter though the doorway of silence.” (Martin Laird, Into the Silent Land, 4) 

Are you familiar with that cocktail party? (I love that image!) Does that ring true in your experience 
of silence? How do you navigate “hosting” that cocktail party when you try to be silent? 

  

5. Contemplative practice “nurtures interior silence, teaches us the art of letting go, and helps us 
experience our struggles with greater clarity and balance.” (Martin Laird, Into the Silent Land, 5) 

How does silence relate to the practice of surrender and letting go? Are there things you need to 
let go of in your life as we start this new year? Things that are not life giving? 

 
 
There you go! That's way more than we will get to in one hour but you can choose the questions to 
discuss that have the most energy for you right now. 
 
Looking forward to seeing you all Saturday! 
Amy 

 


