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While we might think we know what silence is, in a world of stress, 

technology and digital chatter, Edward Field writes finding it can 

be a challenge. 

 We are surrounded by noise. Not sounds but noise: aural clutter, the 

din of existence. We live on flight paths, beside railway tracks or busy 

roads. Noise pollution is a fact of life.  Some of it we can’t escape, but 

there’s plenty that’s made itself at home in our lives that we can get rid of. 

 You might well say of nearby traffic: ‘I don’t hear it any more,’ but it 

doesn’t mean the noise has gone. It’s still there, pummelling away at your 

eardrums, eroding your tranquillity, whether you are aware of it or not.  

 Silence helps create harmony and wellbeing within us. By removing 

noise (and that includes talking) we give ourselves time to think and 

contemplate, which will lead to a deeper more balanced sense of wellbeing.  

Not only that, it could have a significant effect on our health.  A 2013 

study of the effect of noise on mice found that just two hours of silence a 

day led to the development of new brain cells in the hippocampus, the 

area of the brain responsible for learning, memory and emotion. The 

findings suggest that silence could be therapeutic for conditions like 

depression and Alzheimer’s, which are associated with decreased rates of 

neuron regeneration in the hippocampus. 

 Kelvin Boot, Quaker chaplain at HM Prison Bristol, says: “Silence is 

more than the absence of sound. The Quakers refer to it as ‘stillness’. We 

sit in silence waiting for God, or inspiration if you like. It’s a shared 

seeking of the divine. We’re mindful of a deeper meaning of ourselves and 

more able to connect to it.” 

 Mr Boot believes power comes primarily from silence, not religion. 

“Not all Quakers believe in God, but they are looking for a greater power 

in the stillness. Stillness is about seeking a connection with something 

beyond us. That’s ‘God’ for some people but can be the power of nature, 

energy or the light.” 



 Silence has long been a feature of world religions and many 

religious orders still practise it as a way to achieve a higher spiritual 

understanding. Few are inclined to adopt a permanent monastic silence, 

but we can all experience it. In 2010, the BBC broadcast The Big Silence 

in which Abbot Christopher Jamison, a Benedictine monk, took five 

ordinary people on an eight-day silent retreat at St Beuno’s Ignatian 

Spiritual Centre to understand the value of silent meditation.  The 

programme delivered a frank look at the apprehensions of all five and how 

some railed against the restrictions of silence, while others embraced it 

and allowed it to transform their lives.  

 Huw Griffiths offers Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and 

meditation at Mindfulness Bath says of silence:  ‘It has nothing to do with 

religion. Most people think silence means there is nothing, but it isn’t a 

vacuum. When you’re silent, you’re full and rich with the moment.” 

For Mr Griffiths it’s about learning how to be in the present. But you don’t 

have to do it all the time. “You might go to the gym regularly, but do you 

drag the cross trainer behind you when you go for a walk? No. But by 

spending 20 minutes a day silently meditating it will soon infiltrate your 

life and you’ll naturally learn to appreciate the present.” 

 So when the environment and circumstances are perfect for silent 

contemplation, why do our brains ruin it by thinking so loudly? According 

to Mr Griffiths, that’s the dualistic mind at work and nothing to worry 

about. 

 “People panic when they can’t switch off their minds.  Of course 

that’s going to happen at first. Compulsive thinking is addictive. 

Meditation is a skill, it’s learned. We have to learn to focus our mind into 

the moment and not be distracted. With practice you’ll find it easer doing 

and thinking nothing.” 

 

Noise detox 

How to get rid of the sonic boom in five easy steps 



1 Disconnect: turn off everything, your phone, computer and television. 

Anything that hums or beeps or rings. If you can’t safely turn it off, mute 

it.  

2 Give yourself some space. If you have partners and family, encourage 

them to take off on a jaunt without you. Solitude is a powerful aid to 

silence. Being on your own gives your brain a rest from constant 

distractions.  

3 Daydream or mind travel. Silence gives your mind clarity and without 

any disruptions you can think far more deeply. Use it to go off and have 

an adventure, or else solve a problem that has been bothering you. You 

will find that silence helps you concentrate far more effectively. 

4 Be thankful for who you are and what you have. By giving yourself this 

time of silent reflection, use it to focus on the positive elements of your 

life. You will gain a greater appreciation of who you are and what makes 

your life special, particularly the relationships you have with others. 

5 Focus your mind on the moment. What sounds can you hear? A chorus 

of birdsong? Insects? The wind sweeping through trees? Someone walking 

on gravel? A child laughing?  You will find that you end up hearing far 

more through silence. 

 

Useful resources: 

 

Huw Griffiths – Mindfulness teacher & provider of MBSR  

http://www.mindfulnessbath.co.uk 

Friends (Quakers) of Great Britain - official website - 

https://www.quaker.org.uk/ 

The Big Silence – BBC documentary http://topdocumentaryfilms.com/big-

silence/ available on DVD from Amazon. 

St. Beuno’s Ignatian Spiritual Centre - http://www.beunos.com/index.htm 

 


