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Be Still and Know

Psalm 46; Mark 1:35

Kathleen Norris used to teach art in elementary schools and she developed an exercise for the children that had to do with noise and silence.  

“I’ll make a deal with you,” she said.  “First you get to make noise, and then you’ll make silence.”  The rules for noise were quite simple.   When she raised her hand they could make all the noise they wanted while sitting at their desks – shouting, pounding, stomping – and then when she lowered her hand they had to stop.  

The rules for silence were simple too.  “Don’t hold your breath and make funny faces,” she would tell them, since that’s the way third graders typically imagined silence.  “Just breathe normally but quietly.  The only hard thing is for you to sit so still that you make no noise at all.”  

Amazingly enough, over many years she found that children were able to become so still that silence became a presence in the classroom.

Some kids loved it.  I believe it was a revelation to them, and certainly to their teachers, that they could be so quiet.  “Let’s do it again,” they said.  Others weren’t so sure.  “It’s scary,” a fifth grader complained.  “Why?” I asked, and I believe that he got to the heart of it when he replied, “It’s like we’re waiting for something – it’s scary!”

Be still and know that I am God.  This is where prayer begins.  This is where prayer begins for Jesus, and it’s where prayer begins for us.  Not with words and figuring out the right thing to say, but stopping all of our activity to align ourselves with the powerful presence of God.

This is what is taught by scripture’s two best teachers on prayer: the psalms, which have always taught God’s people to pray, including Jesus, and by Jesus himself, the ultimate revelation of God.  Be still and know that I am God.  Vacate is the Latin word for “be still” – vacate, take a vacation from fixing and managing and controlling and producing – and know the presence of the great I AM.

By the way, I don’t think this was any easier for Jesus than it is for us.  He had to cram a whole eternity of ministry into three years; he was surrounded by thousands of people with enormous needs 24/7, and he literally never had a minute to himself.  Yet he made time: 

In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.
In fact, the more anxious and stressful the situation, the more we need to step away and align ourselves with the greatness of God.

Psalm 46 is describing anxious times.  The poetry here is so powerful and dramatic.  Big things that are unchangeable and immovable, like mountains and seas, are moving and shaking.  The predictable sources of stability and security are convulsing and shifting.  “Nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter.”  

Yet the psalmist says, “we will not fear… God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in times of trouble.”  How did he know that in the midst of all the turmoil and uncertainty?  How do we know that in the midst of all our turmoil and uncertainty?  The same way Jesus did:  Be still and know that I am God.
We live in anxious times.  Last week I attended the annual gathering of my National Covenant Group of Presbyterian pastors, and in a few of their presentations they spoke of the tectonic shifts occurring in our world today and the anxiety that creates.  “Rapid discontinuous change” is the phrase you have heard Josh use in his missional church studies, and this is what they were talking about too.  

We all know that change happens, but there are different kinds of change.  There is the predictable kind of change – like moving from one house to another or changing schools.  This kind of change is anticipated; you know what’s coming next and you can prepare for it.  And then there is discontinuous change, which is unanticipated and disruptive.  The world shifts and there is no way back to normal.  

We are living in the midst of rapid discontinuous change.  One of those changes discussed at our gathering is globalization, described in detail in Thomas Friedman’s book, The World is Flat.  The recent volatility of the stock market has shown us beyond a shadow of a doubt what a globalized economy we have.  There was a sobering article in the New York Times last week titled “Who Shrank the Super Power?” describing how China and Europe are on the rise.  And there is no going back to normal.  That makes us anxious.

Rapid discontinuous change – we see it in globalization and we see it in technology.  Steve Hayner, one of my colleagues who uses technology as well as any of us, said that his twenty-something son told him, “Dad, email is so outdated!”  He and his friends don’t use email at all.  That’s for old people.  How do they stay in touch?  They use Facebook and MySpace and of course text-messaging.  Some of us are still learning to live with email, and we are being left in the dust.

The temptation with rapid discontinuous change is to want to go back – back to the 50’s, back to handwritten notes and face-to-face conversations – back to the familiar, the predictable, the stable, the reliable.  But Psalm 46 doesn’t take us there.  Where does the psalmist take us?  Into God’s presence.  

“Be still and know,” the psalm concludes, after using three images to describe God’s presence.

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God.  A river with streams was the way the ancients talked about the presence of God.

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High.  God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved.  This is the city of Jerusalem, the place God chose to dwell.

And then this is repeated twice, like a chorus: The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  

In the midst of all the discontinuous change and anxiety we stop, step out of the traffic and get in touch with God’s presence, God’s power, God’s perspective, God’s reign.  “Therefore, we will not fear.”

Philip Yancey lives at the base of a large mountain out in the country.  In his book on prayer he talks about a beautiful stream called Bear Creek that runs by his house.  One day he traced the origin of Bear Creek to its very source on the top of the mountain where the snow fields were melting into tunnels of water.

This became an illustration for him in his own prayer life, how he usually starts at the wrong end of things, downstream with his own concerns.  

Instead, I should start upstream where the flow begins… When I shift direction, I realize that God already cares about my concerns… more than I do.  Grace, like water, descends to the lowest part.  Streams of mercy flow.  I begin with God, who bears primary responsibility for what happens on earth...

This is where we all need to start in prayer, where the flow begins.  We need to step out of the traffic, like Jesus did, and be still in God’s presence.  Be still and know that I am God.  

Bob Munger was a beloved pastor and professor at Fuller Theological Seminary decades ago, and when he taught what Jesus modeled in prayer, he said:

Jesus always met God on behalf of people before he met people on behalf of God.

Our great high priest retreated regularly in solitude and silence to be alone with God in order to live his life and do his ministry.  If he needed to do that, what makes us think we don’t?

Friends, though we see hardly anybody doing this in our day, we desperately need the practices of solitude and silence to lead us into prayer.  According to Richard Foster:

In solitude we voluntarily abstain from our normal patterns of activity and interaction with people for a time in order to discover that our strength and well-being come from God alone.

Silence…means not so much a silence of words as a silence of our grasping, manipulative control of people and situations.

This is hard for us!

One of my colleagues is also getting her doctorate at Fuller on spiritual formation.  She told us about a recent course she took on prayer with Dallas Willard.  It was at a retreat center and one of their assignments was 24 hours of proscribed solitude and silence – not just being alone but doing nothing that was for anything.  She wanted to study Luke but realized that was for something.  She wanted to go hiking but realized that was for her exercise program, so she strolled.  It was a huge struggle.  “You have to go through adrenaline withdrawal,” she said, “and we live on adrenaline.”  

One seasoned pastor confided in me about his struggles with solitude and silence. “I’m type A.  I’ve tried it all, and it’s always difficult for me to stay with it.  I want to get on with the day.  It’s hard for me to sit down.”

Many of you know that at our Women’s Retreat we build in a half hour of silence and solitude each morning.  Some women love it; others have a hard time because it is so foreign and even scary.  

Paul and I had a conversation about the silence we schedule into our order of worship after the sermon.  We thought about taking it out because it makes people uncomfortable.  Vacate, be still.  We squirm.  We find something to distract us.  But no, we need it.  Maybe because it is uncomfortable.  We aren’t in charge.  “Prayer is movement from mastery to mystery” (Rachel Naomi Remen); going first of all to the Source of the flow, not starting with our concerns.  

Jesus did it constantly, and so must we.  

Let me give you five possible suggestions on how you might begin:

In the middle of your day, get outside and walk around the house or the building or the parking lot, whatever will remove you from the demands of your day and allow you to experience God’s bigger perspective and presence.
Schedule time for this in your daily calendar.  Don’t write “Prayer,” but write “God,” since God is much harder to neglect.
If you are a parent with young children, let the shower be your sanctuary or step outside at the end of the day for ten minutes.  Pray as you can, not as you can’t.

Schedule a silent retreat day – Women at the Well in Menlo Park or Mercy Center in Burlingame.  Perhaps a Saturday in Lent and see if you can increase it after that.

Go regularly to a place of natural beauty that proclaims the greatness of God to you – e.g. Filoli gardens.  

This must have been what Wendell Barry was doing when he wrote this poem:

When despair grows in me

and I wake in the middle of the night at the least sound

in fear of what my life and my childen’s lives may be,

I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water,

and the great heron feeds.  I come into the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief.  I come into the presence of still water

and I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting with their light.  For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

Be still and know that I am God.  Prayer begins there, away from all of our adrenaline-driven activity and anxiety into the Grace that runs the world, and sets us free.  This is the first thing Jesus teaches us about prayer.
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