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Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost

First reading
Charles Vogl in The Art of Community
Ritual silence can be very powerful. Simply keeping silence together can be a powerful part
or a whole ritual. It can mean that the relationship is so close that not everything needs to be
said aloud and not every moment needs to be entertaining. In a world where every second is
filled with talk, music, or alerts, creating the space for silence can be the most powerful time
together possible.
Second reading
Ed Bacon in 8 Habits of Love
Stillness is pivotal in overcoming the sometimes subtle but invariably destructive power that
chronic fear has over us. Thomas Keating, a Trappist monk and prolific author, once said that
our minds, hearts, and souls are like basins of silty water. When stirred, the water is cloudy
and our vision obscured. but when the water has been at rest, the silt filters down to the
bottom, leaving the water clear. We can then see our lives and our interactions with others
with greater clarity. In this moment of Stillness … I experience what it feels like to be
connected with the Beloved, the source of the most powerful tool in our lives: love.

After a short break with our family, it is good to be back in school, and for those of you who
might be just joining us, we are talking about the School of Love, which is the true identity of
the Community Congregational Church. In this school, we are not here to indoctrinate
anyone. We can barely indoctrinate ourselves. I don’t know about you, but forty years after it
began, the only thing I can say about my study of theology is that it is evolving. One question
leads to another, and so with a forty-year pile of questions, I know less than I ever have, and
am happier than ever about it.
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This isn’t a school of theology; it is a school of practice. If Love is our source and our destination,
then our task on the journey is to get better at it, and we get better at it through practice, practice,
practice. We are all about the practice. Last month we took a few introductory 101 courses —
practice sessions, really — one in Forgiveness, one in Soul-friendship,
and one in Honesty, and we found some of these early lessons rather
hard to practice. Forgiveness was the hardest one of all, and we took it
first, because, well, if you eat a live toad first thing in the morning,
nothing worse will happen to you all day. There are any number of hard
lessons in this school, so today’s lesson is designed to make all of the
rest of them just a little easier.
For the next couple of months at least, we’re going to need some ease, some comfort, some
patience with ourselves and others. We are going to find this ease within ourselves, as we learn
to practice Stillness or Silence. Charles Vogl is an executive consultant here in the Bay area,
and he has a TED Talk that you really ought to listen to. He’s written an amazingly insightful
book called The Art of Community: Seven Principles for Belonging, which draws on all kinds of
spiritual traditions. The bio on Vogl’s website says that he “works with leaders in tech, finance,
media, government and social change organizations to make them more effective in creating
change.” He says that ritual silence can be very powerful.
It can mean that the relationship is so close that not everything needs to be said
aloud and not every moment needs to be entertaining. In a world where every
second is filled with talk, music, or alerts, creating the space for silence can be the
most powerful time together possible.
Communal Silence is the most underrated of spiritual practices, because we are conditioned
to believe that it’s a waste of time.
Two days ago we made our way back from Atlanta to Oakland, and it only took us twenty-four
hours. And yes, we flew. We left our hotel room at the Atlanta airport at 5:00 a.m. Eastern time,
and boarded a flight to Houston for a connecting flight to Oakland that would have had us home
by 1:00 p.m. Pacific time. So, we were all boarded, with our seatbelts securely fastened, our tray
tables in their upright and locked positions, our backpacks completely stowed beneath the seats
in front of us. Our phones were in airplane mode, and at that moment the captain said that they
needed to reboot the computers that govern the smoke alarms, and in order to do that, they
would have to power down the entire aircraft. For this procedure we would need to exit the plane
and then quickly re-board. Well, we did not re-board quickly, and consequently we missed our
connecting flight in Houston, and were rerouted through Cleveland, where we spent nine lovely
hours in an airport lounge before flying to Las Vegas and running to the gate next door for the
flight to Oakland. We arrived in Tiburon at 1:00 a.m. rather than 1:00 p.m. I’m not bitter at all, but
I still want to know how they got our bags to Oakland before they got us to Oakland. I digress.
There is a point to the story.
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As we boarded each of these flights, I could not help but notice that I was looking at a sea of
people who were being quiet, but it was not a communal silence. It was an individual silence,
and at closer inspection it wasn’t even that. It was all earbuds and smartphones, simply
creating an illusion of silence. It was a cyber ritual designed to create enough noise so that
we didn’t have to notice each other. Lest I sound overly-righteous, as I took my own seat, I
found myself performing the exact same ritual. This is what silence has become in our
culture, and it is a cheap substitute for the real thing.
When the ancient Psalmist said “Be still and know that I am God,” it was perhaps prescient of
a day when stillness would no longer be stillness at all, but rather an earbud-induced lull into
a haranguing chorus of voices with limitless amounts of information being poured into a
funnel we happen to be wearing on the top of our heads. We’ll never graduate from the
School of Love at this rate. In fact, we will instead be stuck in first grade recess until we leave
this earthly plane, and we will have possessed nothing but a mountain of facts, and it doesn’t
matter if they are real facts or alternative facts. And all of this information poured into our
brains will do nothing except to leave us more fearful and isolated than ever.
We are starving for want of Stillness. We will never find Thomas Merton’s diamond blazing
with the invisible light of heaven that resides within us, as long as it is eclipsed by the blue
screen. Here is an important disclaimer which is in no way meant as a commercial, but this
Thursday night at 7:00 p.m. here in the space of this sanctuary we are beginning a four-part
series of meditative experiences called “Grounded for Action.” They will be held every other
week at the same time and place. Two of them will happen prior to the mid-term election, and
two of them after. See what we did there? If we surrender to the noise, it is going to choke the
very life from our spirits. Individual stillness can be a lifeline for you, but communal silence …
this is the accelerator which can get us to our desired destination in time.
As Father Thomas Keating has said, we are like basins of silty water. When at rest, the silt
filters to the bottom leaving the water clear. We then see everything with greater clarity. I
might add that we also find ourselves in a place of greater vision and power, and where the
collective vibration rises to a far higher frequency — one in which we can alter not only
ourselves, but the reality of the world around us.
So come, all ye silty basins! Whether it be on a Thursday night or a Sunday, or any other day
of the week. Let’s get together and be still. It might seem counter-intuitive in such an angry
time, but it is absolutely crucial that we do it anyway.
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