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Introduction 

The hope behind this course is that it will start you off on a journey of 

silent prayer, or, if you are already embarked on that journey, help you 

go further and deeper. 

We meet for an hour at most, at 6pm, on the following dates: 

• Mon 6 Mar 

• Mon 13 Mar 

• Mon 20 Mar 

• Mon 27 Mar 

• Mon 3 Apr 

If you like you can come at 5.30 and join in Evening Prayer first. 

Each evening we spend some time talking about silence; we keep 

silence together; at the end we pray the ancient office of Compline, or 

Night Prayer. 

But there is also homework.  

And the homework is what really matters.  

It is simply to be silent.  

Daily. Regularly. With discipline. 

This is how real and deep change comes to us as human beings. Not 

through sudden flashes of insight. Not through decisive moments. But 

through regular, disciplined practice.  

Start small. Build up slowly. Give it a month or so. It becomes more 

natural, more familiar, less of a test of will. In due season, if it be a good 

discipline, it becomes second nature, something into which we relax, 

for which we long. 

Lent is the perfect length of time to start something like this. If we 

commit ourselves to it, by Easter we have made enough progress that 

we continue, God being our helper. 

Where will you continue to?  
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Deeper, higher, more peaceful places.  

We shall talk about this. But the wisdom of the ages shows us that silent 

prayer can take us somewhere strange, unexpected, profoundly good. 

For now, please do the following. 

First, get a timer.  

You could use an oven timer, but the bleeping is a little intrusive. I 

recommend an app on the phone, and a judicious choice of bell sound 

to recall you from silence: something calm. 

Phones have timers, and most will allow you to set your own “alarm” 

tone that is not too alarming. You could download a little clip of, say, 

Gregorian chant, and set this as a tone for your timer.  

This would do: 

https://www.yourclassical.org/episode/2020/04/10/daily-

download-gregorian-chant-for-good-friday--hymnus 

For perfection,  also adjust your settings so that it fades in slowly. 

Alternatively download one of the many apps available. Try searching 

“meditation timer” wherever you get your apps. 

Then, second, please every day except Sunday, be silent for the time in 

the schedule below: 

Day Mins  Day Mins  Day Mins 

Wed 22 Feb 1  Fri 10 Mar 4  Mon 27 Mar 8 

Thu 23 Feb 1  Sat 11 Mar 4  Tue 28 Mar 9 

Fri 24 Feb 1  Mon 13 Mar 4  Wed 29 Mar 9 

Sat 25 Feb 1  Tue 14 Mar 5  Thu 30 Mar 9 

Mon 27 Feb 1  Wed 15 Mar 5  Fri 31 Mar 10 

Tue 28 Feb 1  Thu 16 Mar 5  Sat 1 Apr 10 

Wed 1 Mar 2  Fri 17 Mar 6  Mon 3 Apr 10 

Thu 2 Mar 2  Sat 18 Mar 6  Tue 4 Apr 10 

Fri 3 Mar 2  Mon 20 Mar 6  Wed 5 Apr 10 

Sat 4 Mar 2  Tue 21 Mar 7  Thu 6 Apr 10 

Mon 6 Mar 2  Wed 22 Mar 7  Fri 7 Apr 10 

Tue 7 Mar 3  Thu 23 Mar 7  Sat 8 Apr 10 

Wed 8 Mar 3  Fri 24 Mar 8    

Thu 9 Mar 3  Sat 25 Mar 8    
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(We are feast on a Sunday in Lent.  This is why we start on Ash 

Wednesday, so we have forty days up to and including Holy Saturday, 

excluding Sundays. However if you want to keep silence on Sunday, 

please do.) 

At first, just be silent.  

I recommend sitting down and closing your eyes, somewhere nobody 

is going to bother you. But apart from that, have no agenda whatsoever.  

If your mind wanders, fine. If you wonder what you are doing, fine. We 

will talk about that, and your own feelings and ideas about it will 

emerge. It will take shape.  

For the first ten days, don’t over think it. Don’t expect anything. Don’t 

analyse or assess. Don’t be disappointed. Just keep on doing it, day after 

day. Being silent. 

There now follow brief notes on what we will get into on each of our 

Monday meetings, and the order for Compline we will use. 

Welcome to the Silent Land. 
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Week 1 (Mon 6 Mar) 

How do we feel about silence? 

Silence is counter-cultural. 

We live in a world of noise.  

More sound than our ancestors knew.  

Holy Trinity Church was built without a sound system in 1898.  

And noise is more than sound: ideas, anxieties, images etc. 

The need for silence has never been greater. 

Silence has never been harder to find. 

So we may experience resistance when we seek silence. 

How do you feel about silence? 

Is it 

- Wonderful 

- Boring 

- Frightening 

- Peaceful 

- Incomprehensible 

- Impossible 

- A waste of time 

- ??? 

As you enter into silence, notice how it feels. 

Don’t over-think it. 

Don’t try to make it into something. 

Just be silent: then observe what it is. 

Is it easier when alone or with others? 

How do you feel about it? 

What is it? 
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C.S. Lewis on noise [note, these are the words of Screwtape, a demon, 

so the exact opposite of what Lewis thinks!]: 

Music and silence – how I detest them both! How thankful we 

should be that ever since our Father entered Hell … no square 

inch of infernal space and no moment of infernal time has been 

surrendered to either of these abominable forces, but all has 

been occupied by Noise – Noise, the grand dynamism, the 

audible expression of all that is exultant, ruthless, and virile – 

Noise which alone defends us from silly qualms, despairing 

scruples, and impossible desires. We will make the whole 

universe a noise in the end. We have already made great 

strides in this direction as regards the Earth. The melodies and 

silences of Heaven will be shouted down in the end. 

[C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (London: Geofre Bles, 1946) 

pp. 113-114.] 

Siegfried Sassoon on the strange places silence can take us to: 

‘When I'm alone’ — the words tripped off his tongue 

As though to be alone were nothing strange. 

‘When I was young,’ he said; ‘when I was young….’ 

I thought of age, and loneliness, and change. 

I thought how strange we grow when we're alone, 

And how unlike the selves that meet, and talk, 

And blow the candles out, and say good-night. 

Alone … The word is life endured and known. 

It is the stillness where our spirits walk 

And all but inmost faith is overthrown. 

[S. Sassoon, ‘When I’m Alone’ in Selected Poems (London: Faber, 

1968), pp 53-54] 

T.S. Eliot on the mysterious, almost menacing quality of silence: 

I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you 

Which shall be the darkness of God. As, in a theatre, 

The lights are extinguished, for the scene to be changed 
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With a hollow rumble of wings, with a movement of  

darkness on darkness, 

And we know that the hills and the trees, the distant 

panorama 

And the bold imposing facade are all being rolled away— 

Or as, when an underground train, in the tube, stops too  

long between stations 

And the conversation rises and slowly fades into silence 

And you see behind every face the mental emptiness deepen 

Leaving only the growing terror of nothing to think about. 

[T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets (London: Faber, 1944) pp 16-17] 
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Week 2 (Mon 13 Mar) 

The Listening Body 

We are made of meat and bone. 

That’s not all there is, but it is always true, and it is a good thing. 

(NB, this has to do with the Incarnation) 

Silence, like everything else we do and are, is physical and embodied.  

Not only embodied; but it is embodied, and again this is a good thing.  

We are always in one posture or another, always breathing. 

Other things are also going on, over which we have less control. 

Attend to all this: listen, feel, be aware. 

Then, choose what makes for good silence. 

Posture 

There are wrong ways, but also many different right ways. 

Alert but not tense. 

Calm but not lounging. 

Try this: 

- Seated 

- Feet flat on floor 

- Thighs horizontal, distributing weight evenly 

- Find the position of the feet that makes this work 

- Core alert and awake but not tense 

- Back straight, leaning slightly forward for balance 

- Hands together, forearms on thighs 

- Shoulders hanging 

- Head level 

- Eyes gently closed 

- Spine rooted in pelvis gently supports everything else 
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Core strength is useful (and not just for silent prayer): try 

- Pilates 

- Plank 

- Crunches / Sit-ups 

- Deadlifts / Squats 

Breathing 

We are always breathing, one way or another. 

Intentional: useful. 

Don’t take it to extremes. 

Go through: 

- Unconscious incompetence 

- Conscious incompetence 

- Conscious competence [long time here] 

- Unconscious competence 

Notice the movement of the air. 

Be intentional about inflating and deflating the lungs. 

Fill the bottom of the lungs. 

Try this: 

- Fill the bottom of the lungs, making the belly a dome 

- Fill the top of the lungs, the chest going out 

- Fill out the lungs, shoulders going back, ribs out 

- Pause 

- Empty the bottom of the lungs, deflating the belly  

- Empty the top of the lungs, drawing the chest in 

- Draw in the ribs 

- (like squeezing air out of an airbed from the bottome) 

- Pause 

- Repeat 

Avoid over-accentuation: let it become it become natural. 

Notice what is happening; in due time, don’t notice so much. 
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Week 3 (Mon 20 Mar) 

 Be Here Now 

Now we are sitting and breathing.   

Maybe this is enough. 

But what else? 

Be here. 

Be here, now. 

“Be here now.” 

If you can take three breaths with complete attention, that is enough. 

But it’s harder than you may think. 

Do we put aside everything else? 

Or do we attend to here, now? 

The second is better, but in reality we will need to do both. 

Try this: 

- Sit well. 

- Breathe intentionally. 

- Then when that is going ok… 

- On each breath… 

- Or on every three breaths… 

- Notice your feet. Hot or cold? Dry or damp? 

- Notice your shins and knees. Tense? Relaxed? Any aches? 

- Notice your thighs. Comfortable? Or?  

- Notice your pelvis and lower back. Aches? Strong? Calm? 

- Notice your back. Fairly straight? Strong but relaxed? Aches? 

- Notice your hands. Hot or cold? Dry or damp? At peace? 

- Notice your arms. 

- Notice your shoulders. Relaxed and low?  

- Notice your neck and skull. 

- Become aware that you have eyes… a nose… mouth…  

- Notice the air entering and leaving the body. 
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- Notice that you have ears. 

- Attend to what they are receiving, whatever it is. 

When thoughts come – let them go with a gentle smile. 

When memories come – thank them and know that they are not lost. 

When anxieties come – let them depart; they can come again later. 

When plans and questions arise – they will not be forgotten later. 

Be here now. 
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Week 4 (Mon 27 Mar) 

 Listening 

We are sitting, breathing, here, now. 

Now: listen. 

Listen. 

Listen for what? - that is the wrong question. 

If we really listen we are wholly receptive, without plan or idea. 

Listen. 

The chances are we will hear nothing, or something very ordinary. 

But listen. 

What is listening? 

It’s counter-cultural.  

Think of it this way: 

If you can see but not hear, you can still 

- Drive a car 

- Watch television 

- Punch someone on the nose 

- Pick someone’s pocket 

- Recognise a friend or an enemy at a distance.  

- Spy on someone.  

- Fell a tree. 

On the other hand, if you can hear but not see you can still 

- Listen to or play music 

- Enter into a free-flowing conversation 

- Follow instructions 

- Sing “happy birthday” in the same key as everyone else 

- Say the Psalms with a congregation 

- Be aware of the richness of life in a forest at night 

- Know when the baby’s awake 
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Thus listening is at odds with action-oriented consumerism. 

Listening is not about getting and spending. 

It is not scientific or precise. 

But it is, in its counter-cultural way, a mighty thing. 

Real listening is not passive. 

To listen is more than to hear.  

Hearing we can do without choice or intention.  

Listening is an alert, attentive hearing 

It is open, present, self-forgetful. 

When we listen we don’t 

- Consciously process what we hear 

- Think about what to say next 

- Plan our next steps 

- Expect to get anything out of it 

- Think about the future 

- Think about the past 

Listening is not about me. 

Two helpful verses from Scripture: 

“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening” [1 Samuel 3.9] 

“‘Be still, and know that I am God” [Ps 46.10] 

 



 

14 

Week 5 (Mon 3 Apr) 

 No Longer I that Liveth 

We are sitting, breathing, here, now, listening. 

And we said before, it’s counter-cultural. 

Well, you don’t know the half of it. 

To listen is more than hearing 

Listening is an alert, attentive, hearing.  

It is hearing towards.  

Now consider some etymology: 

- “listen’ is from Old Norse hlust 

- Hlust is related to Sanskrit srusti  

- Srusti means “obedience.”  

- “Obedience” is from Latin ob, towards, and audire, to hear 

- Obedience is listening towards 

True listening is obedience. 

True obedience is listening. 

It is risky, courageous and generous; but unfashionable. 

For listening is not about me. 

Listening is a way to self-forgetfulness. 

This is not self-destructive, but the very opposite. 

It is a way to realise our true selves. 

Not the selves that grasp and fret. 

But ourselves as we were made to be. 

But it’s a paradox, like Alice’s looking-glass house. 

You don’t get what you want getting what you want. 

Thus listening does take practice. 
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If I forget myself, then I don’t forget myself. 

We concentrate on not concentrating. 

We practise not practising. 

We make an effort at effortlessness. 

We remember to forget ourselves. 

As we climb the ladder we kick the ladder away. 

We become our true selves by emptying ourselves. 

Some Scriptures that bear on all this: 

“Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey 

it!” [Lk 11.28] 

Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with 

me according to your word.” [Lk 1.38] 

he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is 

made perfect in weakness.” So, I will boast all the more gladly 

of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in 

me. [2 Co 12.9] 

I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil 

lies close at hand. [Rom 7.21] 

it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. [Gal 

2.20] 

And a little more T.S. Eliot: 

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 

For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without love, 

For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith 

But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting. 

Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought: 

So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing.  

[T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets (London: Faber, 1944) p 17] 
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Compline 

The Lord almighty grant us a quiet night and a perfect end. 

Amen. 

Our help is in the name of the Lord 

who made heaven and earth. 

A period of silence for reflection on the past day follows. 

Most merciful God, we confess to you, 

before the whole company of heaven and one another, 

that we have sinned in thought, word and deed 

and in what we have failed to do. 

Forgive us our sins, heal us by your Spirit  

and raise us to new life in Christ.  

Amen. 

O God, make speed to save us. 

O Lord, make haste to help us. 

Glory to the Father and to the Son 

and to the Holy Spirit; 

as it was in the beginning is now 

and shall be for ever. Amen. 

OFFICE HYMN 

Before the ending of the day, 

Creator of the world, we pray 

That you, with steadfast love, would keep 

Your watch around us while we sleep. 

From evil dreams defend our sight, 

From fears and terrors of the night; 

Tread underfoot our deadly foe 

That we no sinful thought may know. 

O Father, that we ask be done 

Through Jesus Christ, your only Son;  

And Holy Spirit, by whose breath 

Our souls are raised to life from death. 
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One or more of the following Psalms is said antiphonally (each side taking it in turn 

to say a verse) with a pause for breath in the middle of each verse.: 

PSALM 4 

1 Answer me when I call, O God of my righteousness; ♦ 

you set me at liberty when I was in trouble; 

have mercy on me and hear my prayer. 
2 How long will you nobles dishonour my glory; ♦ 

how long will you love vain things and seek after falsehood? 
3 But know that the Lord has shown me his marvellous kindness; ♦ 

when I call upon the Lord, he will hear me. 
4 Stand in awe, and sin not; ♦ 

commune with your own heart upon your bed, and be still.  
5 Offer the sacrifices of righteousness ♦ 

and put your trust in the Lord. 
6 There are many that say, ‘Who will show us any good?’ ♦ 

Lord, lift up the light of your countenance upon us. 
7 You have put gladness in my heart, ♦ 

more than when their corn and wine and oil increase. 
8 In peace I will lie down and sleep, ♦ 

for it is you Lord, only, who make me dwell in safety. 

PSALM 91 

1 Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High ♦ 

and abides under the shadow of the Almighty, 
2 Shall say to the Lord, ‘My refuge and my stronghold, ♦ 

my God, in whom I put my trust.’ 
3 For he shall deliver you from the snare of the fowler ♦ 

and from the deadly pestilence. 
4 He shall cover you with his wings  

and you shall be safe under his feathers; ♦ 

his faithfulness shall be your shield and buckler. 
5 You shall not be afraid of any terror by night, ♦ 

nor of the arrow that flies by day; 
6 Of the pestilence that stalks in darkness, ♦ 

nor of the sickness that destroys at noonday. 
7 Though a thousand fall at your side  
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    and ten thousand at your right hand, ♦ 

yet it shall not come near you. 
8 Your eyes have only to behold ♦ 

to see the reward of the wicked. 
9 Because you have made the Lord your refuge ♦ 

and the Most High your stronghold, 
10 There shall no evil happen to you, ♦ 

neither shall any plague come near your tent. 
11 For he shall give his angels charge over you, ♦ 

to keep you in all your ways. 
12 They shall bear you in their hands, ♦ 

lest you dash your foot against a stone. 
13 You shall tread upon the lion and adder; ♦ 

the young lion and the serpent you shall trample underfoot. 
14 Because they have set their love upon me,  

 therefore will I deliver them; ♦ 

I will lift them up, because they know my name. 
15 They will call upon me and I will answer them; ♦ 

I am with them in trouble,  

     I will deliver them and bring them to honour. 
16 With long life will I satisfy them ♦ 

and show them my salvation.  

PSALM 134 

1 Come, bless the Lord, all you servants of the Lord, ♦ 

you that by night stand in the house of the Lord. 
2 Lift up your hands towards the sanctuary ♦ 

and bless the Lord. 
3 The Lord who made heaven and earth ♦ 

give you blessing out of Zion. 

Each psalm ends with these words: 

Glory to the Father and to the Son  

and to the Holy Spirit; 

as it was in the beginning is now  

and shall be for ever.  Amen. 
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A SHORT READING FROM THE BIBLE 

 

RESPONSORY 

Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit. 

Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit. 

For you have redeemed me, Lord God of truth. 

I commend my spirit. 

Glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit. 

Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit. 

Keep me as the apple of your eye. 

Hide me under the shadow of your wings. 

NUNC DIMITTIS (SONG OF SIMEON)  

Christ died for us, 

so that, whether we wake or sleep, 

we might live with him. 

Now, Lord, you let your servant go in peace: 

your word has been fulfilled. 

My own eyes have seen the salvation 

which you have prepared in the sight of every people; 

A light to reveal you to the nations 

and the glory of your people Israel. 

Glory to the Father and to the Son 

and to the Holy Spirit; 

as it was in the beginning is now 

and shall be for ever. Amen. 

Christ died for us, 

so that, whether we wake or sleep, 

we might live with him. 
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PRAYERS 

Intercessions and thanksgivings are offered. Silence is kept. 

The Lord's Prayer is said. 

Our Father which art in heaven,  

Hallowed be thy name.  

Thy kingdom come,  

Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.  

Give us this day our daily bread.  

And forgive us our trespasses,  

as we forgive them that trespass against us.  

And lead us not into temptation,  

but deliver us from evil:  

For thine is the kingdom,  

and the power,  

and the glory,  

for ever and ever.  

Amen. 

THE CONCLUSION 

In peace we will lie down and sleep; 

for you alone, Lord, make us dwell in safety. 

Abide with us, Lord Jesus, 

for the night is at hand and the day is now past. 

As the night watch looks for the morning, 

so do we look for you, O Christ. 

The Lord bless us and watch over us; 

the Lord make his face shine upon us and be gracious to us; 

the Lord look kindly on us and give us peace. 

Amen. 

 

 

 


