Spiritual Disciplines #7

“Blessed Quietness”

various texts


Ever wonder where some phrases come from? Like “rule of thumb”? (Trust me, ladies, you don’t want to know where that phrase came from!) Or how about, “Mind your P’s and Q’s”? I’ve heard a couple of possibilities about how that came about, and the most plausible is that it came from the old printing presses where letters were individually type-set. The letters were inverted to make the proper impression on the paper, and the lower case “p” and “q” were easily mixed up. Hence the phrase, “Mind your P’s and Q’s,” meaning, “Pay attention to what you are doing.” 


I’d like to give that phrase a different twist this morning, combining it with another familiar phrase. Think of “peace and quiet” as the P’s and Q’s, so with the phrase, “Mind your P’s and Q’s,” I’m really saying, “Pay attention to your peace and quiet.” This morning we are considering the spiritual discipline of solitude, what Vance Havner called, “that lost art of the modern ministry.”


Psalm 131:2 states, “But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a weaned child with its mother, like a weaned child is my soul within me.”  Psalm 46:10, part of the Scripture reading earlier in the service, invites us to “Be still and know that I am God.” Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:2-3 that we should make it our goal to “live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.” In other words, mind your P’s and Q’s, as in peace and quiet.


A. W. Tozer wrote, “The need for solitude and quietness was never greater than it is today.”
 But at this point we stand against our culture which does not value silence at all. Silence is something our modern world neither desires nor understands. Silence, for our consumer society, in not saleable; hence, it is worthless and useless. But for those who know God, silence and its accompanying contemplation is the ultimate reality, for it is communicating with God.


Yet we are almost always surrounded by some kind of noise. Many are convinced that they cannot sleep without the background noise of a television, a radio, or even a fan! We’ve grown so accustomed to it that we don’t even realize its devastating effects. Think of the abuse of music in our society. Music is generally used as an anesthetic. Think of all the places we encounter music as an anesthetic—in shopping malls, on telephones when there’s nobody there, on airplanes, and, of course, elevators. All of this testifies quite eloquently that our society does not value silence.
 If a radio or television station has more than two seconds of “dead air space” without some kind of sound, someone in the studio may lose his job! We are bombarded with constant noise everywhere we go, so that the concepts of “peace and quiet” seems as foreign to us as horse-and-buggy or kerosene lamps.

Gordon MacDonald points out,

Few of us can fully appreciate the terrible conspiracy of noise there is about us, noise that denies us the silence and solitude we need for this cultivation of the inner garden. It would not be hard to believe that the archenemy of God has conspired to surround us at every conceivable point in our lives with the interfering noises of civilization that, when left unmuffled, usually drown out the voice of God. One who walks with God will tell you plainly, God does not ordinar​ily shout to make Himself heard…God tends to whisper in the garden.


We need to recapture the lost art of solitude, getting alone with God so that He can speak to us and we can listen.


The Biblical Examples of Solitude


Both the Old and New Testaments provide several biblical examples of solitude. Moses spent forty years in the obscurity of the desert before he was called to lead Israel out of Egypt. David spent many hours alone with his sheep before he was called to be Israel’s king. Elijah was directed to live alone at the brook Cherith while the famine dried out Israel. John the Baptist withdrew to the desert beyond the Jordan River. Paul spent three years in the Arabian desert before embarking on his missionary career. In fact, every character of great spiritual development in Scripture is marked by the use of and desire for solitude—particularly Jesus.
 

MacDonald notes, “We dare not minimize the fact that Jesus sought time in solitude with the heavenly Father before every important decision and action during His public ministry.”
 After His baptism and before He began His public ministry, Jesus was led into the wilderness alone where the devil tempted Him. Before choosing His twelve disciples He spent the night alone in prayer with the Father. Once His ministry began to take off, Jesus developed the discipline of stillness before God in spite of His extremely busy life. Crowds followed Him wherever He went. Daily He preached and taught and healed. It was hard for Him to find time alone to pray, so He got up long before dawn to do it. “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed” (Mark 1:35).
 Before His arrest and subsequent crucifixion, Jesus poured out His soul in solitude with the Father in the Garden of Gethsemane.


Throughout the ages men and women of God have recognized the need to get alone with their Heavenly Father in quiet solitude. In this state they discovered strength and wisdom and guidance that could not be found anywhere else. Jesus Himself made solitude a priority in His earthly life, and if He saw the importance of it, shouldn’t we as well?

The Basic Essence of Solitude

What do we mean by “solitude”? We need to understand the basic essence of solitude, because it can be confused with other things…and that is exactly what Satan would love to do.

For most of us, being alone and loneliness go hand in hand, and loneliness is painful. Despite what we may think, though, loneliness and being alone are not the same. Loneliness is being alone and experiencing an inner emptiness. Solitude is being alone with an inner fullness.
 Jesus calls us from loneliness to solitude.

Solitude speaks of our environment. In order to achieve solitude, we must separate ourselves from those things that clamor for our attention. Specifically, 

· We must get away from people. Not only separating ourselves from their presence, but also from their ability to get a hold of us (i.e., telephone, email)

· We must get away from entertainment, such as television, music, computers

· We must get away from responsibilities. Realize that the world will not end if we are temporarily not handling every responsibility for our home or work or church.

The enemy of solitude is distraction, so we must do all that we can to remove distractions from our environment. This may mean that we must leave our home for a day or two, or even a part of a day (if that is all we can invest). Perhaps there is a park or a cabin that can be reserved or rented. Some find the anonymity of a hotel room allows for the kind of solitude they need.

Another key element in the discipline of solitude is silence. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “The mark of solitude is silence,” and went on to define silence as “the simple stillness of the individual under the Word of God.”
 In fact, the purpose of silence and solitude is to be able to see and hear.
 To hear what God is saying calls for solitude and silence.
 Why is this the case? Chuck Swindoll explains,

That still, small voice will never shout. God’s methods don’t change because we are so noisy and busy. He is longing for your attention, your undivided and full attention. He wants to talk with you in times of quietness (with the TV off) about your need for under​standing, love, compassion, patience, self-control, a calm spirit, genuine humility…and wisdom. But He won’t run to catch up. He will wait and wait until you finally sit in silence and listen.


Remember when God appeared to Elijah on the mountain? There was a strong wind, an earthquake, and a fire, but God was not in those phenomena. But when Eljiah heard the “still small voice,” he knew that he was in the presence of God.


We read in Ecclesiastes 5:1-2, 

Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Go near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools, who do not know that they do wrong. Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few.


Solitude and silence in and of themselves are not beneficial, but they are necessary so that we can hear the voice of God. We must learn how to listen in our praying as well as speaking. People who are really interested in hearing from God must pay a price: they must discipline themselves to be still before God. This is not an easy task, but it is essential.
 Is not the fundamental nature of prayer the capacity to be alone in the presence of God?
 

Even if we are able to find a place where we can be alone and quiet, we may still find ourselves distracted by inner noise. That little voice inside our head constantly reminds us of what needs to be done or what plans can be made for the future. It takes real will power to silence that voice in order to hear God’s voice.

In order for this to take place, we may need to first read a portion of Scripture or sing a hymn to clear our mind from distraction. I would suggest reading or singing out loud—don’t worry, if you really are alone, no one else will hear you!—because doing so forces us to focus as we employ our eyes, our mouth, and our ears.


Once that is done, we allow ourselves to enter into silence. Perhaps we could begin this time with the simple statement of 1 Samuel 3:9-10, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Then we must allow Him to speak! If it is true that God desires to speak with us in deeply personal ways, and if it is true that prayer involves both speaking and listening, then we must again affirm the value of silent prayer.
 As one speaker put it, “The highest form of prayer may well indeed be wordless.”
 
The Beneficial Effects of Solitude

What will happen when we do this? There are several beneficial effects of solitude. 

First, we will be enlightened to see the plan of God. Swindoll notes, “It is in solitude that God delivers His best thoughts, and the mind needs to be still and quiet to receive them.”
 Our Heavenly Father has so much to say to us, but He will never barge in and shout above the noise of our lives. We must be willing to listen. Solitude, stillness and silence facilitate hearing God’s voice.

We will gain eternal perspective when we tune out the temporary and listen to the Almighty. Like riding in an airplane that breaks through the overcast sky, we see that the sun is indeed shining, even though on the surface we only see clouds and rain. Those events and circumstances that seemed so unfair or did not make sense suddenly fit together as we become aware of God’s overriding plan. 

Paul wrote in Philippians 4:6-7, 

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

When we spend time alone with God, how much agitation will begin to fade away…how in​significant petty differences will seem…how big God will become and how small our troubles will appear! Security, peace, and confidence will move right on in.

Second, we will be energized to stand in the power of God. Time spent in solitude prepares us for the inevitable challenges that come at us from the splintered age in which we live.
 God’s power is available to us when we come to him in solitude, when we learn how to focus and center our hearts and be quiet before him.
 Just as sleep energizes the body and mind for a new day, so solitude energizes the soul and spirit to face whatever comes our way. Bill Hybels points out, “You can’t become an authentic Christian on a diet of constant activity, even if the activity is all church related… Strength comes out of solitude.”

Consider the biblical examples of solitude mentioned earlier: Moses, David, Elijah, Paul, and Jesus. After they spent time alone with God, they emerged stronger and more focused for the task before them. Isaiah 30:15 promises, “In quietness and trust is your strength.” A life marked by depth can only be cultivated in protracted periods of time spent in solitude, quietness, and obscurity.


Third, we will be equipped to serve the people of God. Let’s not confuse the concept of solitude with isolation from others. Solitude does not call people out of the world into ivory towers or monasteries. In fact, solitude does not make us less sociable people, but it actually prepares us to relate to others the way we should! Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Life Together titled one of his chapters “The Day Together” and the following chapter “The Day Alone.” Both are essential for spiritual success. He writes, “Let him who cannot be alone beware of community… Let him who is not in community beware of being alone… Each by itself has profound pitfalls and perils. One who wants fellowship without solitude plunges into the void of words and feelings, and one who seeks solitude without fellowship perishes in the abyss of vanity, self-infatuation, and despair.”
 Therefore, we must seek out the recreating stillness of solitude if we want to be with others meaningfully. We must seek the fellowship and accountability of others if we want to be alone safely. We must cultivate both if we are to live in obedience.
 Jesus said we are to be “in the world” but not “of the world.” Solitude prepares us for that.

Thomas á Kempis wrote in his classic book, The Imitation of Christ,
No man appears in safety before the public eye unless he first relishes obscurity. No man is safe in speaking unless he loves to be silent. No man rules safely unless he is willing to be ruled. No man commands safely unless he has learned well how to obey. No man rejoices safely unless he has within him the testimony of a good conscience.


Show me a person who is strong in public and I will show you a person who is strong in private. Before we can effectively minister to others, we must first be ministered to by God in the quiet times of solitude.

The spiritual discipline of solitude is not an easy one to implement. In our busy schedules, we will have to make time for it. Others might see these times of solitude as a “waste of time.” But we must be willing to “waste our time” with God. It may seem like “wasting time,” and there may not be immediate, tangible results of that specific time with the Lord, but God will honor it if we are seeking Him.


My challenge to us this morning is this: Mind your P’s and Q’s. Make time for peace and quiet, times of solitude in which we tune out the noise and clamor of our lives in order to listen to the still, small voice of our Heavenly Father. We will find ourselves enlightened to see the plan of God, energized to stand in the power of God, and equipped to serve the people of God. We will be deeper, stronger Christians as a result.
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