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“The Hallowed Quiet” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

October 23, 2016 

 

 

From “I Used to Be a Human Being” by Andrew Sullivan 

“New York” September 19 – October 2, 2016 

 

From the moment I entered a church in my childhood, I understood that 

this place was different because it was so quiet.  The Mass itself was full of 

silences – those liturgical pauses that would never do in a theater, those 

minutes of quiet after communion when we were encouraged to get lost 

in prayer, those liturgical spaces that seemed to insist that we are in no 

hurry here.  And this silence demarcated what we once understood as 

the sacred, marking a space beyond the secular world of noise and 

business and shopping.   

 

…  This is different, the silence seemed to say.  This is not our ordinary life.   

 

If the churches came to understand that the greatest threat to faith today 

is not hedonism but distraction, perhaps they might begin to appeal anew 

to a frazzled digital generation.   

 

 

 

 

“Polls from bad to WORSE” 

 

“We’re PANICKED” 

 

In this season of high-anxiety that is stoked by anxious presidential 

campaigns all being pitched to a country on the verge of an election 

that is very high stakes, I invite you to take pause.   

 

I’ve stopped opening campaign emails with subject lines like the ones 

that kicked off this sermon.  

 

But I’ve spoken to many people who cannot turn their gaze away from 

the train wreck.   

 

I may be one of those people, in fact.  I promise myself that I will get 

online to check out only one article and then down the rabbit hole I go.  
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Mostly I’m shocked: how low can this go?  And the shock fuels my 

scrolling: And then an hour has gone by and I don’t know that I know 

anything more than I needed to know than when I started.  But do I know 

that I’m more freaked out than when I started.   

 

I imagine a twist on the old bumper sticker:  “If you’re not freaked out, 

you’re not paying attention.”    

We’re paying attention.  The problem is, we’re paying too much 

attention.   

 

I’m not one to wish time away but November 9 can’t come fast enough.  

 

That said let’s not pretend that our obsessive need for information, more 

information, and more information round-the-clock began with this 

presidential campaign.   

 

This sermon was inspired by Andrew Sullivan’s essay that appeared in 

“New York” magazine.  It was the cover story, in fact.  This is the 

magazine’s cover:   (Cue:  Jesse) And this image precedes the essay’s 

start.  The essay is titled, “I Used to Be a Human Being.” (Cue:  Jesse) 

 

How is Sullivan less human than he once had been?  From the illustration 

you can guess where he’s going with this theory.  He was one of the first 

bloggers, commenting on current issues both political and social.  He was 

plugged-in 24 hours a day.  He describes his life – and now that of so 

many of us – like this:   

 

For a decade and a half, I’d been a web obsessive, publishing blog 

posts multiple times a day, seven days a week, and ultimately 

corralling a team that curated the web every 20 minutes during 

peak hours.  … I was … a very early adopter of what we might now 

call living-in-the-web.  And as the years went by, I realized I was no 

longer alone.  Facebook soon gave everyone the equivalent of 

their own blog and their own audience.  More and more people 

got a smartphone-connecting them instantly to a deluge of febrile 

content, forcing them to cull and absorb and assimilate the online 

torrent as relentlessly as I had once.  Twitter emerged as a form of 

instant blogging of microthoughts.  Users were as addicted to the 

feedback as I had long been – and even more prolific.  Than the 

apps descended, like the rain, to inundate what was left of our free 

time.  It was ubiquitous now, this virtual living, this never-stopping, 

this always-updating. 



 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission 

only. 

3 

 

Before we go any further, this aside:  Please don’t hear this sermon as 

damning the web or blogs or Facebook or Twitter etc.  I have great 

regard for the power we now have at our fingertips to connect, inform, 

inspire, and entertain each other.  Further, Facebook in particular has 

proven to be an effective pastoral tool for clergy everywhere, myself 

included.  But note that Sullivan identifies as an addict. He cannot do 

without the relentless flow of information: this virtual living, this never-

stopping, this always-updating. He craved the instant feedback his blog 

posts received.  And he holds the mirror up to us and we see that we are 

addicted, too.  We crave it.   

 

Our smartphones are constantly in our hands and increasingly, our lives 

are not.   

 

Sullivan writes that with each technological advancement, the end of the 

world was predicted.  The telephone is unveiled:  beware the end of the 

world!  The television is unveiled:  beware the end of the world! The 

internet: It’s the end of the world as we know it! (Cue:  R.E.M.)  

 

I don’t believe that it’s the end of the world but I do think that the web 

and all that it has brought to us has the power to interfere with being.  

 

With being with others.   

 

With human being.   

 

And being quiet.   

 

“The Noble Silence” as described in Buddhism.   

 

The hallowed quiet.  Holy.   

 

What happens to us when we lose the ability to sit quietly with our 

thoughts and by doing so nourish our souls? 

 

We’re anxious and we wither.  Look at poor Leo!  His is an endless list of 

chores that breeds the nightmare that is multiple Leos showing up to get it 

all done.  Until the one-and-only Leo crashes.  He looks at his life and 

changes it.   
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Andrew Sullivan knew he was about to crash.  So he began a meditation 

practice.  He went on a silent retreat.  And, in the great American 

tradition, he took to the woods.  

 

Said one of Unitarian Universalism’s patron saints: “I went to the woods 

because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of 

life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I 

came to die, discover that I had not lived.   Henry David Thoreau 

 

“And not when I came to die discover that I had not lived.”  Powerful 

inspiration to “stay woke.” 

 

I have several times gone on retreat at Wisdom House up in Litchfield.  

Wisdom House is an inter-faith retreat center run by the Daughters of 

Wisdom, an order of Catholic nuns.  Sister Rosemary and Sister JoAnn live 

in Litchfield down the road apiece.  The other Sisters live away.  The 3 to 4 

days when I typically retreat is when the Daughters of Wisdom gather from 

all corners for a weeklong silent retreat.   

 

My own retreat is quiet but not silent. I share meals with Sisters Rosemary 

and JoAnn because they are working.  Other than that, I do not speak. I 

pretty much unplug. I give myself a half hour a day on the web.  I check 

Facebook for 10 minutes each day and only because my daughter is 

living in Japan and I want to see the photos she is posting.   

 

My own quiet and the sisters’ silence is deeply affecting.  After only a few 

hours, a new mind begins to emerge.   Feelings, too.   Not that I don’t 

normally have feelings.  I’m a super-duper feeler, as many of you know.  

But now there’s time to let feelings settle, time to examine them – even 

the ones that are uncomfortable.  Now reaching for the phone does not 

blunt those feelings.  I’m reaching for myself.   

 

At afternoon mass on my third day, the Sisters break their long silence. 

Everyone turns to each other to offer a greeting of peace. We embrace 

each other.  “Peace be with you.”  There is laughter.  I am moved to tears 

and I’m not the only one.  My heart is so full of love for my fellow sojourners 

and for life itself.    

 

This happens largely because for three days I let the quiet in and keep out 

a frenzied flow of information.   
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I’m fortunate that I have the time and money for this kind of experience.   

My agreement with you is that I receive time to study and a budget for 

professional expenses to pay for it.  I’m grateful every day for that. 

 

But you don’t need to go on retreat, be away for days nor have the 

money to pay for quiet.  You can do many things to re-claim an 

uncluttered mind and soul. 

 

You knew this was coming:  You can come to worship on Sunday morning.  

You can come to church.   

 

Sullivan offers sage advice to faith communities when he says:   

If the churches came to understand that the greatest threat to faith 

today is not hedonism but distraction, perhaps they might begin to 

appeal anew to a frazzled digital generation.    

 

Not that anyone here would name hedonism as a threat to faith today 

(that would be an interesting concept to consider at another time 

though!) but the age of distraction IS a threat to faith and to our souls’ 

well being.  And when you call yourself “All Souls” there’s a particular 

investment in a healthy soul.   

 

We set this time apart each week to, as one Soul once said, “pay 

attention to our lives.”  It is a time for silence and for feeling the power of 

silence in a room full of fellow travelers.  It is a hallowed quiet that signals 

that this time is set apart from “the secular world of noise and business and 

shopping.”   

 

It is a time when you are invited to hush … hush … because somebody is 

calling your name.  You are being called into quiet.   You are being called 

into yourself.  You are joyfully called to worship. 

 

This time is different.  This is not your ordinary life. 

 

But this hour helps ground you in the extraordinary possibility that is quiet.  

That’s one of the powers of this church:  you are invited to power down.  

You are offered time and space to be wholly present in the present.  To 

focus your attention and by doing so, to connect with others who are 

humanly being.   

 

You are and will ever be a human being with voice still and small.  With 

the noise of our age threatening to overwhelm, your faith and your faith 
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community invites you to create boundaries that allow you to look up and 

away from your devices.  To reclaim quiet because it is balm for an 

aching heart and soul. 

 

May the hallowed quiet be for you power and fuel to live each day 

deliberately, mindfully, peacefully.   

 

Amen.  Blessed be.    

 

 
 


