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Silence is at the heart of today’s sermon. If that gives you a bit of pause, I will let you know
from the very beginning that the reaction of “Oh my” or “Nuh-uh” then you are in good
company. I had my first real experience of silence at a retreat center outside of Malvern,
Pennsylvania and I was certain at the beginning that I was allergic to the practice of
intentionally remaining quiet.

For two years, every three months I would spend a week apart at the retreat center with long
periods of quiet, remaining silent for hours at a time. After vespers each night, we would close
our lips after the final prayer and spend the night without a word escaping our lips. After our
twice daily lectures, we would spend an additional hour in silent contemplation and we would
spend the time before worship sitting in silence as we waited to begin worship.

At first, I struggled with silence, but I eventually learned both that there was a difference
between choosing silence and the act of being silenced. There was also a difference between
not speaking and listening. Our 30 seconds of silence before the scripture comes directly from
the experience of spending time learning the value of finding stillness in heart and mind. As we
begin our sermon today, let us pray for our time together… (10 seconds of silence)

Holy God, let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be always acceptable in
Your sight, my Rock and my Redeemer. Amen.1

“Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by Him at
peace…”2 These words about Christ finding us at peace began our reading today and follow
our reading from last week. The conjunctive adverb in our reading ties the two readings
together seamlessly.

What are we waiting for in this moment and why are we striving to be found at peace? The
previous reading tells us that one day all things will pass and we will find a new home in the
midst of a new heaven and a new earth where righteousness itself will find a home.3 In my
reading of that passage, I think it is clear that we should seek to be found at peace because (1)
the reality that all of the things around us are passing, because (2) both God and this world
work at a different pace than the one we might prefer, and because (3) this way of godliness
and holy wholeness that is marked by God’s peace is meant to be our way of life.4

4 2 Peter 3:10, 8-9, 13
3 2 Peter 3:13
2 2 Peter 3:14
1 Psalm 19:14



We are called to live lives marked by peace. This is true despite the fact that this life is not
exactly peaceful. A person might rightly ask what it means to be peaceful in a chaotic world as
there’s a lot to be upset with in this life. Jesus taught multiple times throughout the gospels that
He did not come to bring peace5, even if the Gospel of John says that Christ gave peace to the
disciples.6

Another person might point out that in the book of James there is a clear critique of anyone
who refuses to act when there is a clear moment for action. James 4:17 says “Anyone, then,
who knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, commits sin.” How can we seek to be at
peace when the world is broken? How can we seek to live in a state of peace when there is
work to be done? Is it sinful to seek peace and silence when there is much to be done?

To be honest, these are difficult questions that may have no perfect answers. Let’s take a
modern problem as an example. This past week eight people violently died at an Asian spa in
Georgia. How can we be discussing silence at the end of a week during which both our world
and our church has cried out in pain?

As an aside, please give me a moment to speak about how our global church functions. Every
four years our church gathers globally for a period of what we call “Holy Conferencing” to
revise two books through a lengthy legislative session of a global legislature that consists of
elected representatives from around the world. One of those books is called “The Book of
Discipline” and is meant to give guidance on how we live out our life together as a church
through binding rules and regulations. The other book is called “The Book of Resolutions” and
is a collection of statements of how the global church sees the world. The Book of Resolutions
is not binding, but aspirational. This body is called the General Conference and is the only
body that speaks on behalf of the entire church.

When I say that our church cries out in response to these events, I am not exaggerating. At
the last session of the General Conference, we affirmed the words of our Book of Resolutions
and the Book of Resolutions is quite clear:7

...We believe:

That God is the Creator of all people and all are God’s children in one family;

That racism is a rejection of the teachings of Jesus Christ;

That racism denies the redemption and reconciliation of Jesus Christ;

7 The 2016 Book of Resolutions of the UMC, ¶3371
6 John 14:27
5 Matthew 10:34, Luke 12:51



That racism robs all human beings of their wholeness and is used as a justification for
social, economic, environmental, and political exploitation;

That we must declare before God and before one another that we have sinned against
our sisters and brothers of other races in thought, in word, and in deed;

That in our common humanity in creation all women and men are made in God’s image
and all persons are equally valuable in the sight of God;

That our strength lies in our racial and cultural diversity and that we must work toward a
world in which each person’s value is respected and nurtured;

That our struggle for justice must be based on new attitudes, new understandings, and
new relationships and must be reflected in the laws, policies, structures, and practices
of both church and state.

We commit ourselves as individuals and as a community to follow Jesus Christ in word
and in deed and to struggle for the rights and the self-determination of every person and
group of persons.

We have declared at a church that racism is unacceptable. Now, I know that there is a
question of whether this week’s events were racially motivated, but let’s be clear. Even if the
events of the past week ultimately find themselves as questions of mental health rather than
questions of racist systems and individuals, the church cries out about that problem as well.
Another section of our Book of Resolutions says:8

“All aspects of health–physical, mental, and spiritual–were of equal concern to Jesus
Christ, whose healing touch reached out to mend broken bodies, minds, and spirits with
one common purpose: the restoration of well-being and renewed communion with God
and neighbor… Precisely because mental illness affects how we think, feel, or act, it
has an impact on our ability to function in community with others.”

If the problem is an issue of mental health, then we are called as a people to work towards a
world where mental health issues are brought to a place of healing and wholeness. Our church
cries out for wholeness in a broken world.

Still, regardless of the intention or rationale behind the egregious acts of violence this week
towards the Asian community in Georgia, there’s clearly a problem in the United States.
According to NBC news, one study indicates that there have been nearly 3,800 incidents of
anti-Asian hate incidents over the past year of the pandemic.9

9 “There were 3,800 anti-Asian racist incidents, mostly against women, in past year”; NBC News, 3/16/2021:
https://tinyurl.com/2xbrz7c4

8 The Book of Resolutions of the UMC, ¶3303



So, how can I advocate seeking silence or even seeking peace when there is clearly
something wrong? Shouldn’t we do something or say something? How can silence help us in
this difficult place?

Certainly we must advocate for both resources to promote mental health and resources to
combat racism, but that does not lessen the value of silence. I tried to put my position simply
before the sermon began. There is a difference between being silenced by others and
choosing silence. There is also a difference between not speaking and truly listening. I believe
choosing silence and listening can help us in these moments.

If we are to stand here in this present moment as we have been aiming to stand throughout
this holy season of the Lent, if we stand here with both a hand back to our traditions and a
hand reaching into the future towards both God’s kindom and a better world in line with God’s
principles, then we must be very aware of how we stand in the present. I believe that being
aware of where we stand is an important part of being in the present and I believe employing
the ancient tradition of silence can help us deeply both today and tomorrow.

When I first experienced extended regular silence a few years ago at the Malvern Retreat
Center, I found it to be deeply unnatural. I lay in bed tossing and turning during that first night
of silence. I found myself longing to hear someone’s voice, to whisper into the silence, and to
break the silence.

In the morning, I had enough: I went early to where we had worship to await the opening words
of the liturgy. I waited with anticipation to hear the words that would grow dear to me over the
years. I waited to hear “O Lord, open our lips” so I could finally say “And our mouths shall
declare your praise.” I longed to hear the voices of others and to be free to speak again. Sitting
in silence was agonizing that first day and especially that first night.

Sometimes, over the forty days I spent in Malvern, that silence drove me crazy. There were
times when I didn’t get along with everyone. Sometimes we would sit together in the silence
with moments where we would glare at each other. Sometimes the silence overwhelmed me. I
had moments where I longed to sing a song as I woke up in the morning or just to say hello to
someone. Sometimes the silence felt pointless.

Do you know what’s funny? Over time I learned to listen in that silence. After a while, I was
comfortable with people in moments where we weren’t saying anything. We learned to talk with
our faces and hear with our eyes. We learned to truly know each other deeply. As we entered
deeply into silence, it was sometimes easier to talk with someone in silence than it was to talk
with them with words. We came to know each other deeply and truly as people who shared
silence and space. In time, the silence itself became our friend.



The same became true of God. Sometimes I longed to just speak to God my nervous thoughts,
to share my opinions aloud, or even to just pray with words. Being silent meant I could still pray
in my mind, but it was sometimes harder than when I could open my lips and hear my words.
Still, I started listening more, hearing more, and eventually came to a place where I could sit
peacefully with God.

When I think of the advice that the church has attributed to Peter in our reading, I see the
wisdom of the practice of keeping silence. Peter shared later in our reading that there are
times when people took the teaching of his co-apostle Paul and twisted the words to confusing,
distracting, and destructive purposes. Peter states there’s clearly wisdom and goodness in the
words of Paul. Peter states clearly that Paul is a beloved brother, but Peter also acknowledges
some of the challenges that Paul’s work created.

Effectively, Peter is saying that the whole situation is complicated. There are places where
Peter believes that Paul’s teachings have been a blessing and there are places where Peter
sees how the teachings of Paul have caused problems. As a member of a church that believes
women neither have to remain silent nor be subservient to men in church regardless of what
Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 14:34, I can empathize with Peter’s struggles with the words of
Paul. Sometimes I want to scream at the Bible and especially the words of Paul when faced
with a “good word” from Paul that encourages behavior that is problematic at least and almost
barbaric in other cases.

I have learned that sometimes the only way to move past the struggles that such moments
have caused in my life is to spend time with God. Praying, listening, contemplating, and even
being silent has been incredibly helpful in coming to understand the purposes of God in the
Holy Spirit. In spending time with God over time, walking with God, and listening to God, I have
come to find a place where I can be at peace with where God is leading the church even when
it is different from the way the church looked in the first century after Christ ascended to
Heaven. Spending time with God while silently listening helps me to have a clearer
understanding of both the challenges and Christ. The gift of silent listening has become a
valuable tool in my spiritual life.

Now, listening is not the only tool we have in challenging moments. To be honest, I made a
bumper sticker this week for my car and a sign for my yard. I am excited for them to arrive so I
can use them to advocate for a better world, but I really do not believe that they will fix the
world. It is my hope that they’ll foster thoughtful conversation, inspire people to know they are
cared about, and invite the world to be a better place, but I know that there is more that needs
to happen at this moment in time. If I am to be fully in this moment in time, fully in the present
with a hand outstretched towards God’s future while holding onto the sacred past, then there is
something I need to be able to do today.



I need to be able to listen. Speaking can be a great gift, but I was always told growing up in the
faith that God gave me two ears and one mouth for a reason. I was taught that I am meant to
listen twice as often as I speak.

In our world today, there are people in pain that have broken hearts and who are struggling to
believe that the world around us is anything but rotten. There are people that are mentally ill
that need help and there are people who need our help to aid them that are asking for help.
There are people who are confused and need someone to help them think through things and
there are people who know that there are concrete ways to help the world in these moments.
All of these voices are out there and they need someone to listen.

It is a lot easier to listen if we take time to enter into silence. It is even easier if we have
practiced the art of listening. While there are words that need to be spoken, there is something
to be said for the sacred act of closing our mouths so that we may listen to our neighbors
better.

We are called to be at peace and to approach the future with hearts marked by holy wholeness
and godliness. We are called to wait with patience for God while growing in both grace and
knowledge of Jesus Christ. Growing in knowledge and grace sometimes requires us to listen
rather than to speak and to seek to understand rather than seeking to be understood. Silence
can be a great aid in that moment.

In a moment, we are going to listen to a song performed on acoustic guitar and acoustic bass.
The song is an invitation to draw closer to Christ by considering the events of Holy Week. We
are two weeks from Easter today, so I would invite you to consider this an invitation to take
some time over the next two weeks to take some time in silence with the story of what God has
done for us.

As said before, taking time in silence can seem unnatural at first. I do believe that silence can
become a close friend if we allow ourselves to enter into it willingly. I invite you to speak as you
are called to speak, but invite you also to consider whether this is a time to listen as well as a
time to speak. I invite you to a place of contemplation, discernment, and peace. As we move
forward, I would invite Judi Eastburn back to the microphone after a moment of silence as we
transition.

Prayer: Holy Christ, we draw closer to the story of Holy Week as we go forward
from this place. The next time we plan to gather will be on Palm Sunday. As we
prepare to enter Holy Week, please give us Your Holy Spirit so that we might
listen for Your Voice with peace-filled hearts. Bless us and be present with us.
Amen.


