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      Amber Hatch is a writer, teacher and mindfulness expert, and has been practising daily Buddhist meditation for eight years. She helps organise family retreats at the Samatha centre in Wales and has also helped establish a mindfulness support group for parents in Oxford. She has three children. 

      Amber has written two parenting books, including Mindfulness for Parents (Watkins 2017), and two mindful colouring books in collaboration with her illustrator husband, Alex Ogg.
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WHAT IS SILENCE?

      We all know what silence means. Yet how many of us have experienced it? The dictionary tells us that silence is a ‘complete absence of sound’, but how can we have an absence of sound? Sound is all around us. It’s caused by vibrations travelling through the air (or other medium), which in turn make our eardrums vibrate. Our brain then interprets these vibrations as sounds. We don’t live in a vacuum (luckily, as we would perish pretty quickly if we did), so are constantly surrounded by some level of noise. True silence therefore seems virtually impossible to experience.

      Since pure silence is an unattainable ideal, we tend to use the term to mean something a bit less exact – something more realistic. We could say that a ‘working silence’ is a relational state: we consider it to be silent if it is significantly quieter than what we are used to. I would hazard a guess that most people who pick up this book aren’t hankering after actual silence – that is, ‘the complete absence of sound’. If we were we could probably buy a decent pair of earplugs for the cost of this book. I think that in fact most of us want something a little more complex and subtle. We want to capture something of the essence of silence.

      If we interpret silence like this, then it can be found in such places as the dead of night, the solemnity of a place of worship, the middle of a cornfield or at the end of a speech before the applause.

      Silence embodies a much richer place in our imagination than simply the absence of sound. Silence suggests something wholesome, and something special – reverential, sacred even. It’s a source of deep power and a special place of stillness, calm and peace.

       

      
AURAL OVERLOAD – AND WHY IT’S BAD FOR US

      In our day-to-day lives, most of us are bombarded by sound and visual stimuli. Right now, as I sit writing in my ‘quiet room’, I can hear: my cat purring on my knee, the builders next door chatting, children arguing downstairs, Lego being rummaged through, someone coughing, a police siren, traffic, my breathing, the tap of the keys on my laptop, a car engine, a phone ringing, footsteps coming up the stairs, sparrows chirping, clothes rustling, children singing, a pneumatic drill, the wind in the leaves, me swallowing, a pigeon cooing, floorboards creaking, a plane overhead, vegetables being chopped, a door slamming, white noise and another car engine.

      Over the course of a few minutes these noises come and go. Some are louder than others and obscure the quieter ones. Others are so quiet, or perhaps so familiar, that I only hear them after several minutes of careful listening. Even if we are not fully aware of it, all these sounds can tug at our attention.

      There are also the sounds that may not be present at any one particular moment, but that we are listening out for. These potential sounds may be even more distracting. We could be expecting to hear the baby cry, a knock at the door or the beep of a phone. Feeling as though we are about to be interrupted can disrupt our focus, as our thoughts continually wander away from the present moment and onto the anticipated event. Accompanying feelings of irritation cause even more disruption – often far more than the interruption itself.

      We live in an age of information and communication, which leads to an abundance of both aural and visual ‘noise’. We are so habituated to receiving noise and stimulation that we may feel lonely or bored when there is a lack of it. That’s why we turn on the radio when we are driving, exercising or doing DIY, or check our social media feed while we are in a queue at a supermarket. The problem is that because we reach out for stimulation so often, we have ended up in a situation where we can’t seem to take a break from it. Society expects us to keep up with the news, our emails, social media, fashion and opinion. If we are not careful, the constant imput can overwhelm us.

      In a world of information, where we are inundated by messages and data from all sides, it is survival of the fittest. In order to get heard, messages need to shout louder and flash more brightly, both literally and metaphorically. Companies, charities, institutions and others pump more and more money into their advertising in order to get their messages across. Social media, email and our phones flood us with alerts, texts, statuses and other data from friends, family, colleagues and, of course, businesses. The distinction between public and private has become blurred over social media. We are alerted not only to messages aimed directly at us – conversations between other people also routinely appear in our feed. It can be hard to ‘turn away’ from discussions that in fact have nothing to do with us. Adverts infiltrate not only our newspapers, transport, buildings and street furniture, but also the websites we visit, our emails and our social media pages. They target us with increasing sophistication as they gather our data. We purposefully set our phones, tablets, watches and other devices with alarms and ringers to alert us when we need to respond or do something.

      This is all before we even consider the people around us, such as our colleagues, children and partners, clients and customers, fellow passengers on public transport, shop assistants and passers-by, and friends and acquaintances. We have to navigate countless interactions on a daily basis. This may be especially the case if we live in a densely populated town or city. Our day may involve a seemingly never-ending cycle of conversations, requests, instructions, orders and pleasantries.

      Whether we are aware of it or not, we are constantly sifting through the information overload, sorting the sounds and alerts into the correct categories, and evaluating and prioritising them. The mental energy required to do all this can take a toll; it is a constant drain on our resources, undermining our ability to stay on top of everything. We are like the toddler at an ice-cream counter who cannot choose between the flavours, and is eventually so overwhelmed by the vast choice that he bursts into tears.

      The consequence of this proliferation is that we end up suffering from stress. Stress is caused by the ‘flight-or-fight’ response – it is the body’s natural defence mechanism against scary or threatening situations. The body gets us ready for action by setting off a range of different processes, including tensing our muscles, accelerating heart and lung action, increasing blood pressure, putting digestion on hold, and increasing blood flow in some areas and constricting it in others. In the modern world we aren’t often in a situation when we need to run away, or to stand and defend ourselves physically. Yet the flight-or-fight response is how the body responds to all perceived threats, including psychological ones. As a result, our bodies go into emergency mode every time we read a shocking headline, can’t find our wallet or answer a cold call, or when someone criticises us on social media. In short – it happens a lot.

      The problem with this is that our bodies aren’t supposed to be going into overdrive so regularly. We can end up with chronic stress. That’s bad news, not least because stress is linked to all the major killers – heart and lung diseases, cancer and cirrhosis of the liver. Stress knocks our immune system, making us vulnerable to catching common viruses. It leads to anxiety and depression, and has been shown to reduce our life expectancy. Quite apart from anything else, it doesn’t feel very nice.

      The good news is that stress isn’t inevitable. There are things we can do to help prevent it from happening in the first place, and we can also learn how to let it go when it does arise. Instead of always switching on the flight-or-fight response, we can encourage the body to slip into ‘relaxation mode’. Relaxation leads to a decrease in heart and respiration rates, a lowering of blood pressure and a reduction in muscle tension. When we are relaxed we enjoy life more. It feels good. We all know this, so why do we find it so hard to relax? For most people the answer is that there is just too much stuff going on. Silence is a strategy that we can adopt to set things right.

      
         

        ‘I don’t think…’

        ‘Then you shouldn’t talk,’ said the Hatter.

        LEWIS CARROLL, Alice in Wonderland, 1865

      

       

      
WHAT IS THE ART OF SILENCE?

      We may recognise that our lives are too busy and too noisy and we need to bring in a little more peace. Perhaps we want to slow things down, or maybe we just want to learn how to make the best use of the quieter periods that we already have. We look for something of the spirit of silence, because we intuitively know that more of things – more stuff or more stimulation – is not going to lead to greater happiness.

      The notion of silence can help us redress the balance of this crazy, chaotic world that we live in. It can give us the space we need to allow our bodies and minds to relax, so that we can become the healthy, wholesome individuals we want to be.

      Silence is a strategy for living.

      There are three very powerful ways in which we can harness the power of silence and bring more of it into our lives.

       

      Quieting the environment We can make changes to the world around us. We can do this by spending time in quieter places, and by engaging in activities that are conducive to calm. We can think of this as setting the conditions for silence.

       

      Cultivating peaceful relationships The way in which we interact with those around us has a huge impact on the quality of our lives. We can bring peace into our conversations and our way of being with others. This is a way for us to ‘act out’ our silence.

       

      Nurturing an inner silence By working with the mind, we can learn how to cultivate a sense of inner silence. We can draw from this whatever the circumstances of the moment.

       

      Arranged in three parts, this book explores each of these approaches for bringing more silence into our lives. Within each part there are shorter sections discussing the differing aspects of these ideas. In some places there is practical guidance, while in others the text is more reflective. Dotted around you will also find a collection of visualisations, meditations, quotations, snippets and facts. These have been selected to help you to explore new ways of making contact with silence.

       

      
A NOTE ON WORDS

      Silence often means the absence of speech or words. You might ask why we would reach for a book – which, inevitably, is full of words – to find silence. It is my hope that the words in this book will act as pointers to the silences that we can achieve. I’m not talking about a mechanical silence – earplugs can help you with that. I mean a broader kind of silence, a slowing down, a lessening of noise and stimulation. Cultivating this kind of silence is a kind of practice in itself. This is what we can call the art of silence. There is a Buddhist saying: ‘The finger that points to the moon is not the moon.’ The words in this book are not themselves the answer, but they may nudge you in the direction you want to go.
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EXERCISE

        
Shedding sound

        
          
            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Sit down with a pen and paper in your hand.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                First of all, write down the loudest sound that you can hear in the next few seconds.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Now write down the next three loudest sounds.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Listen further and make a list of every other sound you can hear.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Can you find 10 more sounds?

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Can you hear the sound of your ears? Listen carefully.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                What do they sound like?
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        If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.

        GEORGE ELIOT, Middlemarch, 1871
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