This article was first published in the 1992 Summer Focus on Worship.  

Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.

The Use of Silence

Kurt J. Eggert

Reverent silence

"The Lord in his holy temple. Let all the earth keep silence before him." (Habakkuk 2:20) This is the silence of awe and reverence. Our God himself is with us. His awesome presence is something we should contemplate with reverence at some point in our service, perhaps just after the prelude or bells, before the organist begins the intonation of the first hymn. Another good place is at the very beginning of the Communion distribution.

God himself is present, Let us now adore him 

And with awe appear before him. 

God is in his temple‑  All within keep silence, 

Prostrate lie with deepest reverence. 

Him alone God we own, Him our God and Savior; 

Praise his name forever.
Silence for prayer or meditation

Christian Worship will call for another kind of silence. The thirty seconds or so of silence called for in the Service of the Word and in Evening Prayer allows room for prayer or meditation. In the Service of Word and Sacrament silence is indicated after the special intercessions. This is a brief time for personal prayer, particularly for intercession of all kinds. In Evening Prayer silence is suggested after the singing of the psalm by the choir or by the congregation. Here the accent is on meditation, which of course may include or culminate in prayer. The principal idea, however, is simply to concentrate on certain thoughts or even a single thought presented in the psalm just read. Perhaps a certain phrase of the psalm may spur the imagination and start a train of thought in the mind. Just as in all Bible reading, the final goal is relating the Scripture to our own life and making a personal application. "What does God want to say to me here?" "How can I apply this psalm to my own life?" "What do I need from God?" "What should I pray for?" Such thoughts belong to "meditation."

Meditation is something most of us need to learn how to do. Like prayer, it is in a sense an art to be mastered. It is also work! It takes determination and practice. The service of Evening Prayer is intended to be a quiet service of reflection on the day coming to a close. If such an atmosphere of unhurried contempla​tion is observed from the beginning of the service, indicated even by the pace and voice of the pastor, meditation after the psalm will seem natural and fitting. Another way in which the pastor may put worshipers more at ease is to leave the altar and seat himself in his clergy chair, indicating his personal participation in the meditation.

First experience

The first times people experience silence for meditation or personal prayer are apt to be times of tenseness and uncertainty. Whatever the length of the silence, even if less than thirty seconds, it will proba​bly seem much longer than it is. With our hectic and driven lives and schedules, many find it difficult at first to concentrate and tend simply to "wait it out" instead of actually meditating or praying. However, after some practice, people seem to become comfortable and appreciate the opportunity for prayer and medita​tion. Even with only a limited first experience, those who have participated in the field testing of the Service of the Word and Sacrament or Evening Prayer have voted strongly in favor of this practice. Appar​ently, worshipers appreciate the opportunity to add their own personal prayers for a family friend who is sick or otherwise afflicted. Surely most every Christian has someone or a number of persons whom they wish to remember in their prayers, but often do not actually do so. This regular, appointed time for personal prayer, even though short, can help to bring persistent prayer before the Lord for a wayward child, a spiritual​ly drifting friend, someone in a terminal illness, or suddenly unemployed, in a shaky marriage, or in any sort of need ‑ physical, mental, or spiritual.

The pastor must signal the end of the silence. In Evening Prayer he does this with a brief "psalm prayer" relating to the psalm just meditated on. In the Service of Word and Sacrament, the pastor simply concludes the Prayer of the Church with the words, “And now, eternal Father, keep us in the saving faith…”, followed by the Lord’s Prayer.

The time of silence may be used also in the Common Service and in the Service of the Word.  We urge pastors to experiment with this use of silence, remembering that the initial experience may be a bit uncomfortable for some worshipers.  It is really worthwhile, allowing a bit of personal participation to be done in the midst of fellow believers.  We remember the words of our Lord, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.”

Pastor Eggert began worshiping in heaven in 1993.

