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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

5th Sunday after Pentecost; June 28th , 2015 

Mark 6:30-34 

“Making Silence” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Kathleen Norris has spent some time as an artist in elementary 

schools.  You may remember her name.  She is a Presbyterian 

layperson, a Benedictine oblate, a poet, an author.  She wrote 

the book The Cloister Walk which introduced me to the 

monastery in Minnesota to which I go every now and again for 

quiet and prayer. (We are leaving for Minnesota in a couple of 

days and I go joyfully with my family camping and visiting 

extended family and friends along the way.  I am very pleased 

to be headed on this trip.  It will not be, however, a time of 

quiet and prayer; so, I preach this sermon as a reminder to 

myself and you to find time for retreat.  That is the message.) 

Kathleen Norris also wrote a book entitled Amazing Grace: A 

Vocabulary of Faith in which she takes religious terms and tells 

stories which help define those terms.  I turn to Amazing Grace 

to begin thinking about Jesus calling his disciples to come away 

to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while. 

 

One of the terms that Kathleen Norris thinks is important in 

coming to a vocabulary of faith is the word silence.  In the 

chapter under that heading she tells of an exercise she used in 

elementary schools regarding noise and silence.  Her rules with 

the children were simple –  first you get to make noise –  all 

the noise you want –  and then you get to make silence.  In the 

noise part the children could shout, pound, stomp, whatever, but 

when she would lower her hand they were to stop.   
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The rules for silence were simple too.  Don’t hold your breath 

and make funny faces, just breathe normally and sit and make 

no noise at all.  Then teacher Norris would get the children to 

write about the silence and the noise. 

 

Of this experiment, Kathleen Norris writes –  what interests me 

most about my experiment is the way in which making silence 

liberated the imagination of so many children.  Very few wrote 

with any originality about making noise...but silence was 

another matter: here, their images often had a depth and 

maturity that was unlike anything else they wrote...In a 

parochial school, one third grader’s poem turned into a prayer: 

“Silence is spiders spinning their webs, its like a silkworm 

making its silk.  Lord, help me to know when to be silent.”   

 

And in a tiny town in western North Dakota, Ms Norris 

continues, a little girl offered a gem of spiritual wisdom that I 

find myself returning to when my life becomes too noisy and 

distractions overwhelm me: “silence reminds me to take my soul 

with me wherever I go.” 

 (Amazing Grace, pages 16-17) 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus, after receiving the apostles, the sent ones, back from their 

missionary outreach, after experiencing with the disciples the 

heart-breaking news of John the Baptizer having been beheaded 

at one of Herod’s lewd parties, after all of this, Jesus offers the 

disciples and us a pattern for living in the midst of joyful 

accomplishment and sad setbacks  – Jesus said to them:  Come 

away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.  
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Jesus was inviting the disciples to enter into silence and rest, to 

take their souls with them wherever they go.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Work and Rest.   

Speech and Silence.  

Crowds and Aloneness.  

Balance. 

Soulfulness. 

~~~~~~~~ 

In another presbytery earlier in my life as a presbyterian pastor, 

I served on the nominating committee for an Associate 

Executive Presbyter.  It was my first experience on the 

interviewing end of the system.  It was a very positive time.  I 

learned a lot about how people view leadership and how people 

think of themselves. We were searching for an Associate 

Executive Presbyter to work with the staff and the Executive 

Presbyter of the presbytery who had been there many years.   

 

The Executive Presbyter was a very efficient man  With him 

we knew the trains would run on time in the presbytery, and his 

desk was always perfectly neat.  I appreciated his 

organizational skills, but I was never really comfortable with 

him.  I knew we had some differences of theology, major 

differences it turns out, and that we had different hopes for the 

church, but then and now I think of him he as a decent guy.   

 

I did, however, come to see clearly one of the things that made 

me uncomfortable about him.  During an interview with a 

woman who would eventually become the Associate Executive 

the question came up about work habits and style.  The 
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Executive Presbyter talked about how everyone on the staff (and 

especially he) was a workaholic.  He said this as if we would all 

nod with approval and give thanks that we had workaholics in 

the presbytery office and that we would all expect the candidate 

to say “me too!”  What I was thinking was –  well, this will 

show whether this candidate has any sense. She got my vote 

with –  “I don’t think being a workaholic is a good thing.  I 

want to balance my life with prayer, study, family, and work.”  

The vote was unanimous to call her. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Being a workaholic or having to always stay busy or distracted 

or have the room filled with noise can be a way to avoid looking 

inward.  We can stay so busy or so noisy that we never really 

ask ourselves any hard questions about our lives.  Better and 

easier, we might think,  to be lost in the news or in a book or in 

music or in social gatherings or in Facebook, Instagram .... you 

name it ... than to have to look carefully at my life. 

 

One child in Kathleen Norris’ experiment said of the silent time 

–  it’s scary!  Ms Norris asked him why it was scary and he 

said its like we’re waiting for something –  it’s scary!  

Kathleen Norris believes he was getting to the heart of it.  

Silence does open us up to waiting for something that we cannot 

go out and build, earn, buy or trade.  Silence and time apart 

opens us up to the depths of faith, to the depths of ourselves, to 

the depths of love, and to depths of creative compassion. 

~~~~~~~~ 

My poor mother.  She brought it on herself, with dad’s help, of 

course, but she was the mother to five children and later to 

seven grandchildren, most of whom lived close.  Mom, 
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therefore, had very little space to herself.  She not only had to 

deal with her own family, but her faith family made quite a few 

demands on her as well.  The phone rang often with people 

looking for support, guidance, help.  And though our house was 

not small, there was very little escape space, or, as Gloria 

Brown used to call it, scat room..  Mom did, however, find 

some space for herself.  It was one of the few rules we were not 

allowed to break.  Mom would shut herself up in her bathroom!  

She kept devotional books on the counter and in front of the 

counter was a fairly comfortable chair.  If you went calling for 

mom and rounded the bend of mom and dad’s bedroom and saw 

that the door was shut, you turned around and waited.  She had 

to have quiet time, space. My mother was a very compassionate 

woman, and much of that compassion was nurtured behind the 

closed door of her bathroom.  It was a good model for us.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The psalmist says to us be still, then, and know that I am God.   

And Jesus says to us  

come away to a deserted place all by yourselves.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Now, to be faithful to the movement of the story we have to 

acknowledge that Jesus and the disciples were interrupted in 

their quest for time of stillness and quiet.  The crowds went 

ahead of them and met them on both sides of the sea.  Jesus had 

compassion on them and taught them many things because they 

were like sheep without a shepherd.   And while Mark does not 

give us the content of those particular lessons,  I would guess 

that part of what Jesus taught could be summed up in the words 

of that little girl in North Dakota  – Let silence remind you to 

take your soul with you wherever you go. 
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~~~~~~~~ 

This week the Supreme Court ruled for Marriage Equality in our 

nation.  I know many gay and lesbian people who have worked 

very hard for a very long time to bring about justice and 

equality in the church and in our country.  The gay and lesbian 

people I know are people of faith and they have had to endure a 

lot of ridicule and scorn in church and society but many have 

found strength to love in the midst of all by going to God in 

prayer.  They have found peace within themselves and worked 

for peace outside of themselves while being nurtured in silence 

and worship of God.  I am grateful for their witness. 

 

African Americans have endured this week another attack on 

one of their churches – Immanuel AME Church in Charleston, 

SC.  It is no accident that those who are racists and who want to 

keep people of color down target churches because it is in the 

prayer life of church communities that so many black people 

have found an affirmation of their lives and strength for the 

work of civil rights. In prayer they come to know of God’s love 

and grace.  In prayer they come to know that the world can be 

made a better place.  In prayer they come to know that justice 

will roll down like waters and righteousness like an 

ever-flowing stream.  Prayer and action are inextricably wed 

for people of faith.... 

~~~~~~~~ 

So, let us make silence... 

Let us take our souls with us wherever we go... 


