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SHARING SILENCE
A Guide for Groups

At times the strength of spiritual community lies in the love
of people who refrain from getting caught in the trap of
trying to fix everything for us, who pray for us and allow us
the pain of our wilderness, our wants, so that we may be

more deeply grounded in God.

ROSEMARY DOUGHERTY

The purpose of this guide is to provide you with a way of sharing
your experiences in solitude and silence with others who are also on
this journey. This is an opportunity not only to talk about your own
individual experiences in solitude and silence but also to share si-
lence together as a way of cultivating spiritual friendship and shar-
ing conversation that emerges from quiet listening. Although it may

feel awkward at first, there is a deep kind of communion that
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emerges among us as we learn to share silence together. Silence
helps to calm the inner noise and chaos so that we can listen bet-
ter—to the Holy Spirit, to each other and to our own inner dynam-
ics. This makes us better spiritual companions for one another.
Spiritual friendship is not the same thing as a discussion group or
a Bible study, although elements of these experiences may be present
at times. Spiritual friendship is a relationship devoted to paying at-
tention to the invitations of God in each persons life and supporting
one another in making a faithful response. Some of those invitations
will come through Scripture, to be sure, but only as we allow the
Scriptures to engage us at every level of our being rather than focusing
primarily on gathering information and sharing opinions or ideas.
This guide can be used by two or more spiritual friends who have
formed a small group for the purpose of taking this journey together.
Each session will follow a similar pattern of opening silence, spiritual
listening (using the questions provided) and then concluding silence.
The most important commitment each person needs to make to this jour-
ney is that they will read the assigned chapter and practice the practice—

otherwise they will not have much to share when the group gathers.

A Few Notes for Leaders
The first session will be for orientation as well as discussing the fore-
word and preface as a way of drawing out each person’s desire and
commitment to this process; there will be thirteen sessions all to-
gether. Use this session as an opportunity to agree together on the lo-
gistics of how you will meet together: dates, times, location, whether
there will be a designated leader/facilitator for the whole process or
if you will share leadership by taking turns.

If possible, distribute books before this meeting and ask partici-

pants to read the foreword and the preface. This session will involve
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more discussion than the rest of the sessions due to the fact that the
group will be making logistical decisions, discussing commitments
and expectations, and making introductions.

At this initial meeting you will also want to decide together
how much time you will spend in silence, at least at first. If your
group is new to sharing silence, I would suggest starting with
three minutes of opening silence, knowing that you can increase
the time as you feel ready. If your group is more experienced, you
might agree to five or ten minutes. Group meetings will follow
this simple pattern:

Opening Silence. The facilitator will invite the group into silence
using the phrase “Be still and know that I am God.” They will serve
as timekeeper so that when the agreed-upon time frame is up (three,
five or ten minutes) they can close the time of silence either with a
spontaneous prayer inviting the Holy Spirits guidance or the simple
prayer “Come Holy Spirit.”

Spiritual Listening. The second segment of your group time will
be for sharing your experiences in solitude and silence using the
questions provided. These questions are simple, designed to help
each person share with some depth about their experiences interact-
ing with the content and working with the practice contained in each
chapter. This is not a typical discussion group in which you move
through a set of questions in a linear fashion allowing whoever has a
thought to comment along the way. Rather, the group will focus on
one person at a time, giving them the opportunity to share their ex-
periences during the previous week without interruption using the
questions provided to “prime the pump” and get them started. No
one ever has to share more than they wish to share, and they do not
have to answer any question that they do not wish to answer. The

journey into solitude and silence is so personal that we need to be
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very careful not to violate one another’s privacy with God or force lev-
els of sharing that may or may not be appropriate. There is a real in-
vitation to share but never any coercion.

When an individual has finished sharing, be quiet for a moment
with what you have heard. Allow what they have said to impact you,
and listen for a response that may be deeper than the first thing that
pops into your head. Then invite the group to ask clarifying ques-
tions, to notice and affirm evidence of how God has met them and
worked in their lives, and to share insight into any questions they
might have raised. Again, the one doing the sharing has great free-
dom not to answer a question if they do not feel comfortable doing

» @

so. They are free to respond with “I don’t know,” “I am not ready to
answer that question,” or “I am going to need to give that question a
little more thought.”

Closing Silence. The third segment will be another moment or
two spent in silence in which participants have the opportunity to re-
flect on what’s been shared and what they have received. This is a
time to sit with your gratitude for what God has done in each indi-
vidual’s life and also in the sharing that has taken place. During this
silence, individuals can listen for any encouragement, instruction,
guidance or invitation that the Holy Spirit is impressing on their
hearts and claim that as something they want to take with them into
the next week. The leader can close this time with a brief prayer ex-
pressing gratitude and commitment as the group parts ways, or they
can just say, “Thanks be to God.” Another option is for the group to
close by saying the Lords Prayer together. For a copy of the Lords
Prayer, refer to page 144.

Starting with the closing of week five, be sure to include some en-
couragement to the group to pay attention to their own breathing

during the opening and closing silences.



THE LORD’S PRAYER

Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come, your will be done,
on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins as we forgive those
who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial,
and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power, and the glory
are yours
now and forever.

Amen.



GROUP GUIDE

Sharing silence is a profound act of trust, love, and courtesy.
It is a mutual gift, a necessity, a helping hand, a path, and a

discipline.

GUNILLA NORRIS

PREFACE: Invitation to Solitude and Silence
Opening Silence. For this first session only, the leader will open with
a prayer for wisdom and guidance as you begin this experience to-
gether. Then work through the logistical decisions described on page
141 before moving into the following questions for discussion.
Spiritual Listening. Introduce yourselves to each other by shar-
ing a little bit about who you are, your stage of life, and what is draw-
ing you to explore solitude and silence at this time. Then have a free-

flowing conversation around the following questions.

1. In the foreword, Dallas Willard quotes Blaise Pascal as saying that
“all the unhappiness of man arises from the single fact that they can-
not stay quietly in their room so they turn to diversions to distract
themselves.” Thats a pretty bold statement! He goes on to say that
even when we attempt to rest, we are confused and “aim at rest

through excitement”—in other words, through more stimulation.
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How do you see evidence of this in our culture and in your own life?

2. Dallas Willard says that the way to liberation and rest lies through
a decision and a practice—the decision to release the world and
your fate, including your reputation and “success,” into the hands
of God through the radical disciplines of solitude and silence.
How do you feel about making the decision to “practice” these
radical disciplines over the next twelve weeks? What hesitations or

concerns, if any, do you have?

3. In the introduction, the author shares her own struggle to trust
herself to “the mystery that is God in the silent places beyond all
the things I think I should know.” She acknowledges the “inner
demons” of desire to perform, to be seen as competent, produc-
tive, culturally relevant and balanced as major obstacles to this
journey. At the same time, she acknowledges the delight of being
invited by God to greater intimacy and notices that more and more
often the delight is overpowering the demons. What are the inner
demons you notice in your own life that prevent you from entering
into solitude and silence? How are you experiencing God’s invita-

tion to you in the midst of these challenges?

4. (Optional) What are the practical arrangements you will need to
make in your own life to begin creating space for exploring and

practicing solitude and silence this week?

At the end of this session, have someone read the story of Elijah
from 1 Kings 19:1-12 without comment.

Closing Silence. Take a moment or two in silence for reflecting
on what you have shared and received. Experience your gratitude for
what God has done in each individuals life and also in the sharing
that has taken place. Listen for any encouragement, instruction,

guidance or invitation that the Holy Spirit is impressing on your
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heart, and claim what you want to take with you into the next week.
The leader can close this time with a brief prayer expressing gratitude
and commitment or just say, “Thanks be to God.” If you would like

to pray the Lord’s Prayer together, see page 144.
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