The Momentum of Silence
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By Richard Josephson (Formerly Dharma Master Heng Kong)

Have you ever tried remaining silent or minimized your
speech throughout a single day? It is almost impossible to
give silence a try and be courteous at the same time; but
even in suchcircumstances we can confine our speech to
transactional language.

The Buddha and teachers across the spectrum of religious
traditions have all extolled the virtues or disciplining our
words. In addition to silence. the avoidance of gossip, harsh
speech, chatter, slander, backbiting and, of course, lying are
all adverse to “right speech,” one of the members of the
“Noble Eightfold Path.”

It is said that we are “languaging beings” and that
language is fundamental to being human. Not only do we
use language to communicate with others, but language
is how we communicate with ourselves, how we reason,
analyze, and think about things. Given the importance of
language to our lives, what is the point of practicing silence?
The question of “why” can be answered by examining our
inner thoughts, and our use of language throughout our day.
If we introspect and ask ourselves how much of what goes
on in our mind is necessary, and reflect upon the economy
of our spoken words too, we will naturally talk less.

The power of words becomes increasingly clear when
we use fewer of them. A good exercise is to resolve at the
beginning of our day to keep a rough count of the words
used, when and why they were used, and the biggest gaps
we cleaved where silence reigned. The object of the exercise

isn’t to speak less, but to avoid unnecessary talk. We must
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be courteous to others and effective in what we do, so we

don’t want to appear to others contrived. Yet. we do want
our language to be disciplined and not drift apart from
our intention.

The same that goes for communicating with others
goes for inner dialogue with ourselves. The effort should
be to allow the mind to be still and avoid business.
Business tires the mind, sopreventing it from hopping
from one subject to another never staying on any thought
for any length of time, while seemingly entertaining, will
leave us spent at the end of the day.

Economical use of language will conserve our energy
and sense of who we are. A sense of inner strength and
self-worth increases through guarded speech and reduced
inner dialogue. We will notice that as the duration
between talk increases, momentum is created that we
enjoy and want to keep going. When we do speak with
intention, we will have greater clarity, and our thinking
will be able to stay on topic when necessary as our capacity
to be silent increases. In other words, silence makes the
mind more serviceable.

One helpful practice to reduce unwanted conversation
is to avoid speaking unless spoken to. Whenever it is
practical this simple exercise will dramatically reduce
the amount of words spent. We initiate unnecessary talk
more often than we may be aware of. It also helps to walk

with eyes slightly downcast so as to not invite casual talk.
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I wrote these words at the end of a day when it occurred to
me that I spoke to no one throughout the day; I only messaged
my daughter, no phone calls, or emails. Such silent days arc not
unfamiliar to me, but today was one that impressed upon me
more tllan others the power silence has to open the mind and the
sense that contentment increases as unnecessary words decrease.

We all tend to talk too much and think too much and even
fear, not doing so. Silence is scary and unfamiliar and takes some
Lime getting familiar with. Though we tend to like to muse
and entertain ourselves with thought, still, silence is the greatest
show on earth. In our communication with others, too, it will be
found that if we are economical with our words and less talkative,
others will be more inclined to listen to what we have to say and
value our friendship.

Most of the time, we are not even aware of the noise in our
minds because we are in it. When we practice silence, we will
realize just how torturous the mind’s ramblings are, and we will
naturally cease being complicit in supporting it. Silence should
not feel imposed like a law, but like something we want to do.
It only takes a little practice to get the momentum going, but
once we get started, it will carry us along with little effort on our
part. It may even be a little bit like a fun game that we play with
ourselves. Often, I will go for hours not speaking and find myself
drawn unwittingly into a conversation, only realizing afterward
it could have been avoided.

“Silence is Golden” is not said without reason, and it is for

each individual to prove for herself. &
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