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​chapter one — muted benedictions / prelude hush
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March 2021 — Church Basement

The folding chair, with its metal supports pressing uncomfortably into Leo’s lower back, was more than a mere piece of furniture; it had become a fixture of his Sunday mornings, a symbol embedded with the familiar ache of routine. This sensation was not new, but rather a physical reminder of the countless hours spent in this very setting, each Sunday blending seamlessly into the next. He had positioned himself strategically today, as he always did, claiming the spot closest to the fire exit while simultaneously placing himself at a distance from the pastor’s makeshift studio—a scruffy folding table that bore the weight of a glaring ring light, its brightness almost accusatory in its intensity.

The ring light, in all its clinical sterility, cast a harsh illumination not on a polished pulpit but on a well-thumbed, dog-eared copy of the gospel. Its pages bore silent witness to the myriad of hands that had flipped through them over the years, each crease and fold a testament to shared moments of faith and reflection. The familiar scent of incense, so often linked with spiritual gatherings, was absent in this echoing basement; instead, the air was thick with the acrid tang of disinfectant, a byproduct of the new normal that had infiltrated their lives. Above him, the old building’s ventilation system emitted a monotonous hum that wove itself into the fabric of his thoughts, creating a rhythmic backdrop to the solemnity of the occasion.

With each breath he took behind his mask, Leo felt his own presence magnified in the stillness of the room. The mask, a necessary barrier now, transformed the simple act of breathing into a heightened experience, each inhale and exhale marked by a quiet insistence. Around him sat a small congregation of similarly masked individuals, each person isolated in their own bubble of quiet reflection, their gazes fixed unwaveringly on the flickering laptop screen that served as their portal to connection. It felt less like a quaint Sunday service and more akin to a somber collective vigil—a communal recognition of the absence that pervaded their lives.

As the pastor appeared on the flickering screen, a pixelated figure who somehow managed to convey warmth despite the coldness of technology, Leo felt an instinctual response welling up within him. When the pastor began the benediction—those familiar, comforting phrases that had once resonated off the walls of vibrant sanctuaries—Leo’s lips instinctively moved in silent harmony with the words. The act was a muscle memory, a reflex honed through years of community worship and shared faith.

“Go in peace...” he murmured silently, his breath fogging the inside of his mask, creating a momentary veil of obscurity that echoed the distance he felt from the spiritual intimacy he craved. As the pastor continued with a cadence that was both comforting and haunting, Leo felt the separation between the spoken and unspoken deepen.

“...to love and serve...”

But then, an abrupt disruption occurred. The screen flickered violently, the pastor’s face frozen mid-sentence, his expression caught in an earnest gaze that seemed to plead for understanding in a moment that existed outside time. The digital stream began to stutter, finally succumbing to a glitching silence as the words hung suspended in the ether, unfinished. The benediction, which had always served as an anchor to their gathering, was left dangling, a thread unspooled in the still air of the basement.

In that sudden silence, Leo's heart beat a little faster as a realization washed over him, cutting through the noise of disappointment and frustration. Instead, what blossomed in the wake of that interruption was an unexpected sensation—an almost jubilant permission to pause. Permission to simply stop, to breathe deeply, and to embrace the stillness that surrounded him. It was a moment of surrender, a recognition that amidst the chaos of a disrupted world, stillness had its own profound power. In that space, he found the unexpected liberation of simply being.

Later, in the Cereal Aisle

The grocery store was transformed into an eerie ghost town, a labyrinthine space defined by muted colors and hushed movements that set a somber mood. Fluorescent lights overhead hummed with a mechanical monotony, casting long, sterile shadows that stretched across the polished linoleum floor. Shoppers moved through the aisles, their features indistinguishable behind their masks, creating an atmosphere that felt both surreal and detached. There was an unusual deliberate pace to their movements, a reverence for the ritual of shopping that contrasted sharply with the chaos of ordinary life. They navigated the aisles, their grocery carts whispering softly against the floor, the wheels making a low rumble, almost as if they were communicating in hushed tones that echoed the quietude surrounding them.

In this strange environment, the familiar soundtrack of everyday life was conspicuously absent. No music wafted through the store’s speakers, and the usual snippets of lively conversation drifting from distant aisles were replaced with silence, fractured only by the soft rustle of plastic bags, the occasional squeak of a cart wheel, and the pervasive, shallow sounds of breathing muffled beneath tightly fitted masks.

Leo found himself pushing his cart slowly through this disquieting setting, contemplating the towering shelves lined with colorful boxes of breakfast cereals. His mind, adrift in thought, kept replaying the frozen benediction he had experienced earlier, that fleeting moment of release that had surprised him. It felt like a taste of freedom denied for far too long. He reached for a box of granola, his fingers encountering the cool, smooth cardboard, a small gesture of normalcy in a world turned upside down.

Without warning, a sharp, clattering crash shattered the fragile stillness. Someone, a few aisles away, had dropped a box of Cheerios. The sound resonated through the otherwise serene space, amplified by the silence that enveloped the store. Leo jumped at the noise, a jolt of adrenaline surging through him. It wasn’t the volume of the crash that startled him; rather, it was the sheer singularity of it—a sudden blip in the otherwise muted soundscape.

The echo of the fallen box reverberated throughout the store, leaving a stillness in its wake that felt almost heavy with anticipation. The aisles seemed to hold their breath, as if they were waiting for something significant to materialize, or perhaps for something to reach its conclusion. The atmosphere had morphed into one of hushed expectancy, reminiscent of waiting rooms filled with unvoiced hopes and unexpressed fears.

In that moment, Leo found himself softly whispering to the air around him, his thoughts spilling out in a gentle murmur that barely escaped his mask. “Everything sounds like it’s about to pray.” The words felt significant, a reflection of the reverent atmosphere swirling in the grocery store at that moment. The unexpected holiness of a dropped box of cereal, nestled within the sterile confines of the aisles, deepened his sense of awareness of the world around him. It was a profound realization, reverberating through the barely audible sounds of the store, reminding him that even in mundane moments, there existed an underpinning of reverence and connection to something larger than himself.

Evening Livestream

As the day transitioned into evening, Leo found his usual spot on the couch, sinking comfortably into the familiar embrace of his cushioned sanctuary. The living room was bathed in a gentle gloom, the only illumination coming from the screen of his laptop, which he balanced precariously atop a cushion. Tonight, like many evenings before, he was about to partake in a virtual service via livestream. With the flick of a finger, he opened the stream, and the screen flickered to life, casting a warm glow throughout the dim space.

On the screen, the pastor appeared, her face sharply defined against the background, radiating a warmth that felt almost tangible. Her smile was genuine, reaching her eyes as she addressed the virtual gathering. "If you feel comfortable," she began, her voice soothing and inviting, effortlessly filling the quiet expanse of his living room, "please, unmute yourselves. Let us hear your voices."

Leo leaned forward, his heart racing slightly as a mix of hope and apprehension bubbled within him. He scanned the grid of muted participants, their faces floating in the digital ether, each one a silent testimony to the shared experience they represented. A few cursors tentatively hovered over the microphone icons, as if drawing courage to break the silence. For a brief moment, his breath hitched in anticipation, but, ultimately, nothing happened. The silence held, thick and heavy. No one unmuted. The grid of faces remained stubbornly still, their digital nods reinforcing an unspoken understanding of the anxieties and awkwardness that accompanied this new virtual mode of gathering.

Perhaps it was shyness that kept them from speaking. Or maybe poor internet connections interfered with their intentions. It could simply be the ingrained habit of quiet observation that had so often characterized their past gatherings. Whatever the reason, the virtual congregation was trapped in a collective stillness, each participant a silent observer in a room filled with unvoiced thoughts and emotions.

The pastor paused, a fleeting flicker of something unreadable crossing her face—was it understanding, resignation, or perhaps a tinge of disappointment? She nodded slightly, a small but knowing gesture acknowledging the silence she was met with. It mattered little, though, as she proceeded to bless them regardless. Her voice, clear and resonant, spilled through the speakers, offering a benediction into the void of digital silence. It was a prayer crafted for those who could not—or would not—speak. Leo felt a pang of gratitude wash over him; the blessing was given freely, without expectation, a testament to a faith that soared beyond the limitations of the medium.

Call with Emily

As the evening wore on, the familiar ringtone of Emily’s call sliced through the quietude he had settled into. He reached for his phone with a sense of ease, a welcoming feeling blooming within him as her voice flowed through the speaker.

“Hey,” she said, her tone pensive, carrying a hint of vulnerability that immediately drew him in. “Do you ever feel... wrong, being spiritual on Wi-Fi? Like it’s less real, somehow?”

Leo leaned back against the couch, his gaze drifting towards the ceiling as he contemplated her question. He understood what she meant—the longing for something tangible, something that brought to life the sense of community and shared spirituality they had cherished for so long. Yet, something had shifted within him today, a quiet revelation born out of the muted screens and silent rows of virtual participants.

“No, Em,” he replied, his voice soft but infused with conviction. “I don’t feel wrong. I feel like it’s still sacred. Maybe even more so, in a way.” He took a moment to gather his thoughts, seeking the right words to convey his newfound understanding. “It’s just... quieter. It feels like God’s whispering now, instead of shouting. And,” he added with a small, wry smile, “the mute button’s a mercy.” It provided a reprieve, allowing for a different kind of listening—a deeper attunement to those subtle frequencies of grace that often went unnoticed in the busyness of life.

As their conversation deepened, he felt compelled to capture this insight. He grabbed his laptop once more and opened the Notes app. With careful precision, he typed:

“Sacred doesn’t need volume. Just signal.”

After writing those words, he saved the note, feeling a sense of completeness wash over him. In that moment, as he closed his laptop and sunk back into the cushions of his couch, a quiet sense of peace enveloped him, a sacred recognition that even in silence, connection and spirituality could thrive.
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​​chapter two — candlelight in 9:16 / vigil flicker
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April 2021 — Instagram Live

Leo held his phone vertically, the cool glass smooth against his palm. The screen flickered before him, a small circle spinning in the center as the Instagram Live stream buffered slowly, as if it, too, was unsure about the emotions that were about to unfurl. For just a fleeting moment, he found himself wondering if his Wi-Fi connection would hold steady throughout this poignant gathering, but that felt like a trivial concern against the immense weight of what he was about to witness. Moments later, as if the universe conspired to grant him clarity, there was a soft pop, and the stream opened.

A mosaic of faces flooded the screen, each individual confined to their own small rectangle, like a patchwork quilt of shared sorrow. In the dim light of their individual spaces, tiny flames trembled in candleholders, flickering against the invisible currents of wind and the sometimes fickle signals of Wi-Fi. It was a digital vigil, an extraordinary collective gathering of solitary mourners, each person united by their grief yet separated by the barriers of screens. A host appeared, and her voice emerged as a soft, almost reverent murmur, laced with a solemn tranquility as she began to speak.
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