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Appendix C: Top Ten FAQs about Practicing Silence

1. Why is practicing silence so hard?
Imagine having never exercised your entire life and then trying to sprint a mile. It 
would be very di!icult. However, if you continued to practice, it would get much 
easier over time. The same is true when it comes to exercising the spiritual muscle 
that enables you to pay attention to God through silence. It is God who commands 
us to be still in his presence (Psalm 37:7; 46:10). This means God has also given us 
the capacity to attend to him in this way. In fact, every human being has a 
contemplative dimension that actually longs for silence with God. A relationship 
with God requires that we stop talking all the time so we can develop the capacity 
to simply enjoy being with him.

2. How is spending time in silence di!erent from Eastern meditation, New Age 
practices, or secular programs on mindfulness?
We should not be surprised that other religions utilize the practice of silence. Many 
other faiths also have communal worship, sacred texts or scriptures, and spiritual 
disciplines, etc. The significant di!erence between Christian meditation and other 
kinds of meditation is that we are not attempting to empty our minds into 
nothingness or to achieve an altered state of consciousness. Instead, we practice 
silence to focus our minds on God and to spend time in his presence. This type of 
prayer is not new or New Age. Its roots extend as far back in Scripture as Moses and 
Elijah, continue into the New Testament with John the Baptist and Jesus, and have 
persisted throughout more than two thousand years of Christian history. In silence 
we are simply being with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Moreover, this kind 
of prayer is part of our larger prayer life that includes worship, confession, petitions, 
etc.

3. How much time should I spend in silence each day?
I used to recommend beginning with two minutes a day, but lately I’ve been 
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recommending that people start with five minutes a day and slowly increase the 
time until they are spending ten to twenty minutes each day in silence. My practice 
is to spend twenty minutes in silence as part of my morning O!ice (time of prayer). 
For me, early morning—before the activities of the day begin—is best, but that is 
not possible for everyone. I also integrate briefer times (one to ten minutes) of 
silence during my midday and evening O!ices. A great deal of research over the last 
fi"een years has confirmed how silence and meditation rewires our brains, helping 
us become more aware, more empathic, and reducing stress.91

4. What can I do when my mind wanders?
This is the number one challenge for most people. You are not alone! Our minds can 
wander a hundred times in a five-minute period. Here are the three things I do 
when my mind wanders. First, before entering silence, I spend time reading 
Scripture, a devotional passage, or writing in a journal if I have a lot on my mind. 
This helps to focus and settle my thoughts before I begin my time of silence. 
Second, when my thoughts wander, I redirect my attention to my breathing, 
focusing on both inhalation and exhalation as gi"s of God. Focusing on the rhythm 
of breathing in and out is a practice used quite a bit among Orthodox Christians and 
is commonly talked about in secular settings as a tool for developing 
“mindfulness.” And finally, I focus on one word, such as Abba or Jesus, to refocus 
my conscious thoughts on Christ. This helps to keep me anchored in him.

5. What should I do if I don’t have a quiet place at home or at work?
It is possible to experience interior silence even when we are unable to have 
exterior silence. Believe it or not, I have practiced silence in such noisy places as 
Times Square, subway trains, city buses, airplanes, stairwells, park benches, 
highway rest stops, my car, on the beach, and empty church buildings. I know 

91 See, for example: Andrew Newberg and Mark Robert Waldman. How God Changes Your 

Brain (New York: Ballantine, 2009), and Mayo Clinic. “Meditation: A simple, fast way to 

reduce stress.” Accessed 18 September 2013 at http://

www.mayoclinic.com/health/meditation/HQ01070.
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schoolteachers who use closets, sanitation workers who used their trucks, and 
students who use libraries.

6. What would help me to grow in this practice?
I sometimes light a candle as a symbol of Christ’s presence with me. I use the timer 
on my phone each morning, setting it for twenty minutes. At other times of the day, 
I may set it for three or five minutes depending on my time constraints. Scripture is 
a core component of my time with God—either before or a!er my time of silence. 
Meditating on, memorizing, studying, and reading Scripture have become so much 
richer for me as I have created ample space to be still. I also have a special chair I 
use in my o"ice, giving me a sense of sacred space that is set apart.

7. Am I doing it wrong if I don’t I hear God speak when I am silent?
The goal of spending time in silence is not necessarily to hear from God but to be 
with God. When I spend time in silence, I am not looking for guidance, though it 
o!en comes. However, I do find that God says a lot when I am quiet! Part of 
maturing in Christ is not judging the quality of our time with him based on how we 
feel. The goal is to be with Jesus, not to have a “feel-good” experience. And the 
benefits of spending time in silence go beyond the time itself (for example, greater 
awareness of God and ourselves throughout the day, feeling more centered and 
less triggered, having a deeper sense of peacefulness, etc.). Just showing up to 
consistently be with Jesus in silence is an expression of trust and dependence on 
him.

8. What do I do if I don’t have enough time and feel rushed?
I adjust to the time I have allotted. For example, if I have only ten minutes for 
midday prayer, I structure the limited time I have based on what I need in order to 
commune with Jesus. This may include more or less silence, reading of Scripture, 
etc. The goal is not to “get through” a reading or the time set aside for silence. Our 
aim is to be with Jesus with whatever time we have.

9. What should I do if I’ve practiced silence for a while but feel bored and want to 
quit?
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There is a great deal to learn about the interior movements of your heart and 
silence with God. Getting started is o!en the most di"icult step, much like starting 
an exercise routine or any other new habit that requires some planning and e"ort. 
However, if you stick with it, chances are you will wonder—as have so many others 
before you—how you ever lived without it. If you’re feeling bored, I encourage you 
to seek out additional inspiration and resources. You might begin by looking at the 
Centering Prayer materials of Thomas Keating (available online at 
www.contemplativeoutreach.org). And I would encourage you to look up the many 
evangelical authors who are now writing on the integration of silence, stillness, and 
solitude in the midst of our very active lives.

10. Why should I practice silence every day? Isn’t once or twice a year on retreat 
enough?
Retreats are wonderful opportunities for us to “get away” from our routines and a 
powerful means to progress in our relationship with Jesus. An important question 
to ask on every retreat is what adjustments God might have for our lives. For 
example, How might I need to adjust my rhythms with God? What is his invitation 
for me in this next season? The fruit of retreats is to be found in our everyday 
practices.

I also believe all of us need a daily practice of silence and stillness. Why? Our goal 
is to cultivate our personal relationship with him—to be with God—surrendering 
our will to his will, our presence to his presence, and our actions to his actions each 
day. For this reason, silence and stillness with God are a foundational practice by 
which we actually position ourselves for God to do his transformative work in us.
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