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Part I

A Shared Yearning
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Chapter 1

An Invitation

What’s the deepest silence you’ve ever known?

You can trust the first memory that comes to you.

No need to overthink it.

As you remember the experience, see if you can settle into it. Recall where you are, what’s happening around you, and who, if anyone, is present. See if you can summon the atmosphere—the quality of light, the mood in the air, the feeling in your body.

Is it quiet to the ears?

Or is it the kind of silence that comes when no person or thing is laying claim to your attention?

Is it quiet in your nerves?

Or is it the kind of silence that lives deeper still—like when the turbulent waters of internal chatter suddenly part, revealing a clear path forward?

Take a moment to consider what might sound like a strange question: Is the silence simply the absence of noise—or is it also a presence unto itself?

* * *

Over the past several years, we’ve been exploring these questions with an unusual mix of people: neuroscientists, activists, poets, corporate executives, national politicians, teaching physicians, environmental advocates, a whirling dervish, a White House staffer, Buddhist teachers, Christian preachers, a Grammy-winning opera singer, a man incarcerated on death row, a Hollywood sound engineer, a heavy metal front man, a cowboy-lumberjack, and an air force lieutenant colonel. We’ve been exploring these questions for ourselves, too. The explorations, both personal and shared, have taken us to many places, including:

The balmy air at sunrise over a vast ocean.

The stillness amidst untrampled high mountain snow.

The questions have also taken us to places that aren’t auditorily quiet: Births. Deaths. Moments of awe. Moments of dramatic and unexpected change when we’re left grasping for familiar explanations until we finally have to surrender to the fact that there’s nothing left to say.

For us and for others, moments of profound silence have sometimes come through surprisingly high-decibel settings:

Running the perfect line through roaring rapids.

Dusk in the thick woods amidst an electric orchestra of cicadas.

Yielding all self-referential thought to the whomp-whomp beat of a crowded dance floor.

If there’s one common denominator to all these improbably diverse varieties of deep silence, we believe it’s through the answer to the last of the questions that we posed to you. The deepest silence isn’t just an absence; it’s also a presence. It’s a presence that can center us, heal us, and teach us.

In his 1836 novel, Sartor Resartus, the Scottish philosopher and mathematician Thomas Carlyle writes of a Swiss inscription: “Sprechen ist silbern, Schweigen ist golden (Speech is silvern, Silence is golden).”

“Or,” Carlyle writes, “as I might rather express it: ‘Speech is of Time, Silence is of Eternity.’”

This is the first known instance in English of the aphorism that inspired the title of this book. However, variants stretch back millennia in Latin, Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic. An early Islamic isnad—a lineage of transmitters of a sacred teaching across generations—holds that the origin of the proverb “If speech is of silver, then silence is of gold” comes from Solomon, the great king of wisdom. To this day, the words are shorthand for the wisdom of knowing when to speak and when to abide.

In our exploration of the meaning of the proverb “Silence is golden,” we come back again and again to the notion that true silence, profound silence, is more than the absence of noise. It’s this presence, too.

BEYOND A POINT-AND-COUNTERPOINT CULTURE

In early 2017, we were pretty despondent about the state of the world. You probably know the feeling. It was well before COVID-19 and the most recent and dire reports about climate change. It was before the latest economic upheavals and the murders of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd. But, even then, we just couldn’t see a way forward through the deadlock. We couldn’t quite imagine a plausible vision for repairing politics, building a humane economy, or restoring our relationship with nature. It felt as if there was something blocking the capacity for deep conversation about difficult topics and, ultimately, blocking our ability to find creative solutions. Personally, as activists and advocates and parents of young kids, we were at a loss for what to do.

Around that time, we both started feeling a strange intuition. We got the same intimation of where to look for an answer: in silence.

At that particular moment, you could have called both of us “lapsed meditators.” But what we both felt, independently, wasn’t exactly the same thing as a calling to get back on the cushion or escape to a long retreat. It wasn’t an impulse to run away. Rather, it was a simple sense that the most intractable problems won’t be solved with more thinking or talking. With due respect to the voice and the intellect and the buzzing machinery of material progress, we started feeling that the solutions to the most serious personal, communal, and even global challenges could be found somewhere else: in the open space between the mental stuff.

As we looked more at our intuition, we realized we were feeling something about the quality of the change necessary in the world. In the dialectical dance of human life—affirming/denying, progress/resistance, boom/bust—are we all just doomed to endure, as Winston Churchill supposedly put it, “one damn thing after another”? Or is there the possibility of something more spacious—an opening, maybe even the grace of reconciliation? We weren’t sure. But we had a hunch about what might be the first step toward exploring the luminous possibility of transcending tired old opposites. Get beyond the noise.

We suspected this intuition might seem a little bit New Agey. So, we decided to try to write an article about it for the least New Agey publication that we could think of—Harvard Business Review. We were surprised when they accepted our proposal and more surprised when the eventual article turned out to be one of the most shared and viewed on their website in recent years. Our piece, “The Busier You Are, the More You Need Quiet Time,” was about silence as a path to greater creativity, clarity, and connection. We wanted to be careful not to just write another article advertising “how you can get more productive through mindfulness.” So we wrote about silence as the experience of “resting the mental reflexes that habitually protect a reputation or promote a point of view.” We called on readers to take “a temporary break from one of life’s most basic responsibilities: Having to think of what to say.” We did our best to offer a simple proposition that you don’t often see in business or political publications: that silence isn’t just the absence of something. It’s a presence. It can bring genuine insight, healing, even social transformation.

A few days after the piece came out, Justin went to an economic policy conference in Pittsburgh and split a taxi back to the airport with a new acquaintance named Jeff—a manufacturing executive, a practicing Catholic, and a close friend to conservative politicians. With his dark suit, his managerial demeanor, and his decidedly red-meat lifestyle, Jeff might have been the last person you’d imagine sauntering into a yoga studio or contemplating a Buddhist philosophy text. As they sat in rush-hour traffic, Justin mentioned the piece, and Jeff went on to read it. Jeff reached out to Justin a little while later to say that it reminded him why he liked to go hunting in the misty, early-morning hours and why he so loved attending Jesuit youth retreats as a kid. It was a reminder that he needed to seek silence in his life.

Justin’s exchange with Jeff was simple and casual. But we found something important in it. Jeff was on the other side of many of those divisions about which we had been despondent. He and Justin were at the conference to present conflicting views. And here Jeff was, expressing the same deep yearning. While we were under no illusions that encountering silence would be any kind of automatic panacea for overcoming the very real divisions in the world, the exchange with Jeff brought us back to the intuition that we had initially felt. In the space of silence, we can find a prerequisite to deeper understanding and maybe even to progress beyond the tedious push-pull of a point-and-counterpoint culture.

It’s hard to find open space in a world of noise. There are mighty forces today devoted to hijacking attention and keeping things loud. The most powerful institutions in business and government and education tell us that our responsibility is to get more prolific and efficient at the production of mental stuff. The clamor of advertising and expectations of busyness are subtle instruments of social control.

Yet here’s the thing about silence: it’s always available.

It’s in the breath. It’s in the gaps between breaths, between thoughts, between words exchanged among friends in conversation. It’s in the cozy moment in the blankets just before the alarm clock rings. It’s in the three-minute getaway from the cubicle, sitting on the bench outside connecting to the rays of the sun. It’s in the simple moments of stopping and remembering to listen—to the birds, to the rain, or to nothing in particular, just tuning in to the simple essence of what is. We can start to encounter this open space by noticing where there’s noise and turning down the volume, day by day.

When we seek the very deepest silence, we’ll find that it doesn’t really depend on the auditory or informational conditions of our lives. It’s an unalterable presence that’s always here and now, deep inside. It’s the pulse of life.

This is a book about why and how to tune in to it.

NAVIGATING NOISE

Over the past fifty years, mindfulness meditation has taken a remarkable journey from the remote monasteries of Burma and Thailand to the pinnacles of mainstream power—places like Apple, Google, GE, and the Pentagon. While some of this rise is attributable to an increasing openness to new mindsets and worldviews since the revolutions of the 1960s, we believe the biggest reason for its newfound popularity is straightforward: there is a deep yearning for silence in a world of more and more noise. Whether we consciously realize it or not, we sense that pristine attention is increasingly scarce. We need ways to cope.

It’s good news that mindfulness is now mainstream. While we haven’t always kept up a rigorous practice, it’s helped both of us manage the noise at important moments in our lives, and we know meditation and mindfulness have profoundly helped millions of others. In fact, we’ve played our own very small roles in their spread. Leigh has integrated meditation into her leadership and organizational development work with nonprofits, major universities, and U.S. federal agencies. And during Justin’s years as a policy adviser and strategist in the U.S. Congress, he helped launch a mindfulness program and led meditation sessions for policy makers on both sides of the aisle.

But “going mainstream” implies successful adaptation, not necessarily measurable results. In 1992, the Jungian psychologist James Hillman and the cultural critic Michael Ventura published a book called We’ve Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy—and the World’s Getting Worse. You could say something similar today. We’ve had forty years of mindfulness, and the world is more distracted than ever. Even as advocates and practitioners of formal sitting meditation, we’re not convinced that it’s a cure-all. It’s extremely valuable. But it’s just not for everybody.

Joshua Smyth, a professor at Pennsylvania State University and a leading researcher in the field of biobehavioral health and medicine, explains, “A lot of the claims about the benefits of mindfulness pertain to individuals who are serious practitioners.” Smyth sees great value in these studies but warns against extrapolating the findings too broadly. “When you randomly assign people [to mindfulness studies], 70 percent do not adhere to the recommended levels,” he tells us. In other words, they don’t follow the protocol. He adds, “As many as a third to a half completely stop doing their practice even within the context of a trial—let alone persisting after they’ve been paid to be in a research study.” These percentages are as bad as or worse than weight-loss studies. Smyth sums up the challenge: “If you don’t take the medicine, the treatment won’t work.”

This isn’t a judgment about mindfulness or of the people who don’t maintain the practice. It’s just evidence that any one-size-fits-all approach is unlikely to be an enduring solution to the complex challenge of staying centered amidst the destabilizing winds of modern mental hyperstimulation.

As people, we all have different styles, different preferences, different ways of learning, and different ways we make meaning as we go. We have varying degrees of command and autonomy over how we organize our days, weeks, months, and years, and those realities change over time. What’s more, there can be cultural, religious, psychological, or physical barriers to what’s typically called mindfulness meditation—the mostly Buddhist-derived practice of alert sitting or walking and observing the breath and the thoughts for a sustained period.

So, how, then, do we respond to the onslaught of noise? If meditation isn’t for everyone, then how do we bring remedies to the scale that’s necessary in today’s world?

In this book, we propose an answer:

Notice noise. Tune in to silence.

There are three basic steps to the process:


	Pay attention to the diverse forms of auditory, informational, and internal interference that arise in your life. Study how to navigate them.

	Perceive the small pockets of peace that live amidst all the sounds and stimuli. Seek these spaces. Savor them. Go as deeply into the silence as you possibly can, even when it’s only present for a few seconds.

	Cultivate spaces of profound silence—even rapturous silence—from time to time.



When it comes to the work of finding equilibration and clarity amidst the noise, we can look beyond the formal rules and tools of what’s typically called meditation these days. We can forget about questions like “Am I doing it right?” Each one of us—in our own way—knows what silence feels like. It’s something inherent to being human. It’s a gift of renewal that’s available to us, always, even if it’s sometimes hidden.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll explore how to understand and manage the noise so that we can more consciously tune in to nature, to one another, and to the sonic essence of life itself.

In part 1, we’ll come to understand the meaning of noise—as unwanted distraction at the auditory, informational, and internal levels of perception. Then we’ll contemplate the meaning of silence as both the absence of noise and this presence unto itself. We’ll next consider why silence matters, not only for our own personal calmness and clarity, but also for the shared work of healing our world: building a better social, economic, political, and ecological future. In part 2—“The Science of Silence”—we’ll look at the importance of transcending auditory, informational, and internal noise for our physical health, cognition, and emotional well-being. We’ll investigate the meaning of “silence in the mind,” looking to the frontiers of contemporary neuroscience. In part 3—“The Spirit of Silence”—we’ll explore the promise of silence as a pathway to awareness, empathy, creativity, and ethics. We’ll then look at why virtually all the world’s great religious and philosophical traditions emphasize silence as a pathway to truth. In part 4—“Quiet Inside”—we’ll embark on the practical work of finding silence in a world of noise, exploring strategies and ideas for how individuals can find silence in ordinary moments of daily life as well as through more rarefied, transformational experiences. In part 5—“Quiet Together”—we’ll turn to the social kind of silence, exploring practices for getting beyond the noise and finding renewal in shared settings, including our workplaces, at home with our families, and among our friends. Finally, in part 6—“A Society That Honors Silence”—we’ll zoom out to questions of public policy and cultural change, imagining what it would mean for our cities, our nations, and even our whole world to reclaim reverence for the wisdom of quiet.

We’ll explore ideas and practices that might help you to become more patient, aware, and even effective in your work, your home life, your management of big and small challenges. Yet we want to be clear that silence isn’t a “resource” you can control in a tidy or formulaic way. We can’t assess its value on the basis of “what it can do for us.” As the aphorism “silence is golden” suggests, silence has intrinsic value. And, as the words of Thomas Carlyle “Silence is of Eternity” imply, it can’t be quantitatively measured and employed for our own purposes. Over the past couple decades, we’ve seen mindfulness practice often sold as a productivity tool, a performance enhancement for anything—even for sharpshooters to improve their aim or CEOs to conquer the world. Silence, we find, is bigger than self-improvement. It can’t be enlisted as a life-hack to advance our personal ambitions. Silence, by definition, has no agenda.

Over the course of writing this book, the original intuition we felt has grown into more and more of a conviction. We still believe strongly in the importance of expression and advocacy and protest for what’s right. We still recognize that the internet, ubiquitous communication tools, and roaring industrial technologies can bring us benefits, too. Yet in the face of that despondent feeling about the state of the world, we keep turning to this same answer: Go beyond the noise. Tune in to silence.





Chapter 2

The Altar of Noise

Cyrus Habib never expected to have these kinds of options.

The son of Iranian immigrants to the United States, Cyrus survived a life-threatening illness and became fully blind at age eight. He learned braille, made it through high school, then through Columbia, Oxford as a Rhodes scholar, and Yale Law School. “I spent much of my life,” he tells us, “convincing myself and projecting to others strength, capability, power, control . . . It was how I got to be successful in life. It was a very important kind of dogma for me.” At thirty-one years old, he was elected to the legislature in Washington State and, four years later, to the position of lieutenant governor, the second-ranking public official in a jurisdiction of 7.6 million people.

In early 2020, Cyrus’s options were clear: running for governor or U.S. Senate, or perhaps receiving an appointment to another high public office on the road to a prominent career in national politics. When we spoke with Cyrus later that year, though, he had just decided against all of these options, choosing a different career path instead.

He was taking a vow of poverty, chastity, and obedience as a novice Jesuit priest.

The New York Times’s Frank Bruni described Cyrus’s decision this way: “A Politician Takes a Sledgehammer to Own Ego.”

There was no one single reason for this unexpected curve in Cyrus’s career trajectory. It was a confluence of factors that both broke his heart and opened it: the sudden loss of his father, a personal health scare, a meeting with the Dalai Lama. Cyrus decided to leave politics and join the Jesuits to reduce the “complexity” in his life. “I don’t mean the word ‘complexity’ in a bad way,” he says. “Complexity just means that, for example, money has its place and is good and necessary, but it can also be a cause of stress and anxiety. Not having those attachments . . . allows you to give your life over to service in a more radical way.”

When almost everyone thought Cyrus was about to scale the heights of public life, he was, in fact, facing a spiritual abyss. Amidst the overwhelming sound and stimulus of politics, he kept returning to an experience at Oxford that sparked a yearning he didn’t know he’d had. During his time there, he had accepted an invitation from a friend to attend Mass at one of the university’s centuries-old chapels. “The experience of the Mass . . . the music, the liturgy, the atmospheric transcendence of it—created an opening in me where I could delve deeper. It created a slowing down and a silence in me,” he remembers. Cyrus started imagining what it would be like to live his life from such a place of centeredness. What a contrast that would be to the default mode of a modern politician, which is too often characterized by “dialing for dollars,” tickling inflated egos, and obligatory self-promotion on Twitter.

Still, Cyrus is clear. He isn’t looking for an escape.

“People think, ‘He’s joining the Jesuits. He’s been a politician. He must be looking for more silence in his life.’ And I am, I am . . . But I’m not looking to remove myself, to find silence in a palliative kind of way,” he emphasizes.

“I want to deepen my own understanding of how I am meant to live, and then, having done that, go out to do the work that I’ve been shaped to do.” Cyrus plans to continue to engage in the struggles that brought him to politics in the first place—serving people who live in poverty or in prisons, for example. But, as he takes a vow of poverty himself, he feels that he can serve in a more direct and authentic way. He tells us that “getting his heart ready” to receive higher inspiration requires “moving beyond the clutter that fills our days and our consciousness.” It requires a certain “detox” to happen, a turning from constant distraction toward the pursuit of truth.

Cyrus knew all this would be an adjustment. When he visited the Jesuit novices early on, he offered to buy them a Roomba robot vacuum cleaner so the brothers could spend some of their cleaning time doing other things. They were amused. “Dude, it’s not about that,” they said. “This is going to be an interesting transition for you.”

Cyrus’s adventure in egoic obliteration—from giving big speeches and shepherding legislation to sweeping floors and sitting in silence—reveals some insights about the nature of noise and what it means to find clarity. We spoke with him about how modern politics has become a knock-down, drag-out, zero-sum competition for every last scrap of attention. We discussed how it’s an extreme manifestation of a society-wide addiction to drama and distraction. But Cyrus is clear about the fact that all this is just one level of the noise. While he’s certainly looking forward to getting past the overstimulation of cable news blasting in the office, relentless partisan feuds, and parades of frivolous phone calls, he’s ultimately making this radical shift in order to overcome a deeper form of noise—an interior noise that had been keeping him from being able to hear his own intuition and tune in to higher truth.

Yes, noise is the unwanted disturbance in the literal soundscape. Yes, it’s the speed and scale of information overload. Yet it’s ultimately bigger than either of those. It’s all the unwelcome sound and stimulus, the loudness both inside and out. It’s also what distracts our attention from what we truly, deeply want.

A TAXONOMY OF NOISE

We know; it’s cliché to muse about the loudness of life. We imagine that people have always expressed the same exasperation.

In her book The Soundscape of Modernity, Emily Thompson looked to early Buddhist texts that describe how noisy life could be in a big city in South Asia circa 500 BCE. She describes “elephants, horses, chariots, drums, tabors, lutes, song, cymbals, gongs, and people crying ‘Eat ye, and drink!’” In The Epic of Gilgamesh, the deities grew so tired of the noise of humanity that they sent a great flood to wipe us all out. Just over a century ago, J. H. Girdner cataloged “The Plague of City Noises,” including horse-drawn vehicles, peddlers, musicians, animals, and bells. If there’s such a thing as a perennial grumble, noisiness might be it.

And yet something right now is different from at any time in known history. These days, it’s not just loud. There’s an unprecedented mass proliferation of mental stimulation.

At one level, it’s the literal, auditory noise. Even if the COVID-19 quarantines brought a temporary respite from the cacophony, the trajectory of modern life seems inexorable: more cars on the roads, more planes in the skies, more whirring appliances, more buzzing and pinging gadgetry. There are louder and more ubiquitous TVs and speakers in public spaces and open-plan offices. Across Europe, an estimated 450 million people, roughly 65 percent of the population, live with noise levels that the World Health Organization (WHO) deems hazardous to health.

It’s a measurable fact: the world is getting louder. Because emergency vehicles have to be loud enough to break through the surrounding din, the volume of their sirens is a good proxy for the loudness of the overall environment. The composer and environmentalist R. Murray Schafer found that a fire engine siren in 1912 reached up to 96 decibels from a distance of eleven feet, while by 1974 siren sounds hit 114 decibels at the same distance. The journalist Bianca Bosker reported in 2019 that modern fire engine sirens are louder still—123 decibels at ten feet. This might not sound like much of an increase, but consider this: decibels are on a logarithmic scale, so 90 decibels is actually ten times the sound pressure as 80 decibels, registering as roughly twice as loud to our ears. It’s no wonder that in big cities like New York and Rio de Janeiro noise consistently tops residents’ complaint lists.

And we can’t just think of the challenge in terms of the level of the volume. It’s often the high- and low-frequency hums of the data storage centers and airports that cause damage. It’s been found that these forms of auditory noise have a disproportionate impact on middle- and lower-income communities.

In an age when at least a third of Earth’s natural ecosystems have gone quiet to the point of “aural extinction,” all kinds of sounds—mechanical, digital, human—have been amplified.

There’s a second kind of noise that is ascendant: informational noise. In 2010, Eric Schmidt, then CEO of Google, made a striking estimate: “Every two days we now create as much information as we did from the dawn of civilization up until 2003.” While the tech mogul was mostly musing about the exponential growth of online content, he hit on a fundamental fact about the trajectory of human history: there is more and more mental stuff competing for your attention. The Radicati Group, a technology-research firm, estimates that 128 billion business emails were sent every single day in 2019, with the average business user contending with 126 messages a day. According to the most recent data, people in the United States take in five times as much information as they did in 1986.

Can we handle this much information? The leading experts in the science of human attention say no.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (pronounced cheeks-SENT-me-high), the psychologist who first wrote about the concept of flow, summarizes the shortcomings of our everyday attentional capacities. Csikszentmihalyi estimates that when a person speaks we need to process about 60 bits of information per second to understand what that person is saying. This includes interpreting sounds and retrieving memories related to the words that you’re hearing. Of course, we often add more to our informational loads—like checking the time for our next appointment or thinking about our shopping list for dinner—but cognitive scientists calculate that we’ll almost always hit an upper limit of around 126 bits per second (give or take a bit here and there). We’re surrounded by billions of fellow human beings on Earth, yet, as Csikszentmihalyi points out, “we cannot understand more than one of them at a time.”

There’s no question the growing amount of information in the world brings many blessings. We’re grateful for digital contact with faraway loved ones, remote learning and work opportunities, streaming movies, and all the other bounty that the mighty interwebs bestow upon humanity. But we have to remember this: the data is increasing, but our ability to process it is not. Fifty years ago, the scholar Herbert Simon put it plainly: “What information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”

This points us to the third category of noise: internal noise. With so much stimulus consuming our attention, it’s harder to find silence inside our consciousness. All the noise outside can amplify the intensity of what’s going on inside us. With the increased frequency of incoming emails, texts, instant messages, and social media notifications comes an increased expectation of being always on—ready to read, react, and respond. This noise makes claims on our consciousness. It colonizes pristine attention. It makes it harder to focus on what’s in front of us, to manage our mind’s impulses, to notice, to appreciate, and to preserve open space—the space of silence.

Even in the era of sophisticated neuroimaging technologies, it’s tough to quantitatively measure the levels of internal noise across humanity. Yet it’s possible to see evidence of a problem through proxies: distraction, increased levels of stress, worry, and self-reported difficulty concentrating. In our interviews with academic psychologists, psychiatrists, and neuroscientists, we often heard them talk about anxiety as a proxy indicator of internal noise levels. While there are diverse definitions of anxiety, most include elements of not only fear and uncertainty but also internal chatter. In a 2018 study of a thousand U.S. adults, the American Psychological Association found that 39 percent of Americans reported being more anxious than they were the year prior, and another 39 percent reported the same amount of anxiety as the year before. That’s more than three-quarters of the population reporting at least some level of anxiety. And that was before COVID. Pandemic-era studies from China and the U.K. show a rapid deterioration in their citizens’ mental health. A U.S. survey conducted during the lockdowns of April 2020 found 13.6 percent of adult respondents reporting “severe psychological distress”—a 250 percent increase relative to 2018.

Ethan Kross, a professor of psychology at the University of Michigan and a leading expert on the science of internal dialogue, defines “chatter” as “the cyclical negative thoughts and emotions that turn our singular capacity for introspection into a curse rather than a blessing.” Negative self-talk, like rumination about the past and worry for the future, can be merciless, even debilitating. Yet it’s only one aspect of the internal soundscape. Whether its message is negative, positive, or neutral, modern internal dialogue is high velocity and high volume. As Kross puts it, “The voice in your head is a very fast talker.” Based on findings that “inner speech” is condensed to a rate of about four thousand words per minute—ten times the speed of expressed speech—Kross estimates that most of us in modern times have to listen to something like 320 State of the Union addresses’ worth of inner monologue on any given day.

So, how do we find peace in this hurricane of external and internal noise? How do we find clarity and wonder? How do we tune in to meaning and purpose?

One first step is to understand the nature of noise: What is it? How does it work? Why is it proliferating in our world? Today’s “poverty of attention” isn’t solely a by-product of the internet or workaholic tendencies or a talkative culture or challenging global events. It’s the result of a complex interplay of auditory, informational, and internal interference.

Noise begets noise.

* * *

We don’t use the word “noise” lightly.

There’s a common element to the three kinds of “noise” we describe—in our auditory soundscapes, in the informational realms, and in our own heads—that makes them distinct from what we might call sound, data, or thought more generally. Noise, in two words, is “unwanted distraction.” The neuroscientist Adam Gazzaley and the psychologist Larry Rosen have a useful way of defining what’s happening when we encounter noise. They call it “goal interference.” It’s when you find focused attention, even to simple tasks, to be impossible due to nonstop banter in your open-plan office. It’s when the jingle of a Twitter notification commandeers your attention just as a friend is sharing some difficult personal news. It’s when we “replay” an unresolved conflict during a priceless moment, like while watching your daughter in the role of Cyclops in her first school play. These are individual, momentary experiences of auditory, informational, or internal noise. But taken together, they amount to more than a nuisance. Their cumulative impact can determine the quality of our consciousness, how we think and feel. All the noise can interfere with what might be our biggest goal of all: to consciously choose how we spend our time on this planet.

We’re mindful that the word “goal” might imply a focus on productivity. But what we mean here is “goal” in the big sense—not just completing to-do lists and résumé builders—but reaching a long-range destination by the position of the North Star. What do you really want? What does it mean to live your life in line with what you value and what you believe to be true? What’s interfering with your ability to focus on doing so?

Understanding and realizing our goals, in this sense, requires the reduction of noise. It starts with the ordinary day-to-day work of managing the noise. We can think of this as “turning down the dial” of interior and exterior sound and stimulus in our lives. But, as we’ll see through the course of this book, this kind of clarity also requires time and space for cultivating immersive silence.

It’s not just possible or preferable to get beyond the interference; doing so is one of the most important commitments we make to ourselves and to those around us. Transcending the noise that distorts our true perceptions and intentions is a deeply personal pursuit, but it has social, economic, ethical, and political implications, too.

When Cyrus Habib leaped from the public stage to a path of contemplative self-negation, he wasn’t just reducing the complexity—the auditory and informational stimulus—in his life. He was reimagining his goals and his whole paradigm of success. Accordingly, he was dismantling some of the sources of internal noise in his life. Cyrus knows it’s not feasible to ask every thoughtful person in politics or other noisy realms of modern life to move to a novitiate or a convent. Still, if we want our lives and our societies to embody more empathy, authenticity, and focused attention, then we do have to carefully examine the sources of noise. This might mean reducing the literal decibels. But it also might mean rethinking basic questions about what we want and how we measure success.

OUR MOST CELEBRATED ADDICTION

Take a moment to return to the deepest silence you remember.

Come back to how it felt: the sensory experience in your body, the quality of your attention, the depth of your listening.

In the opening words of this book, we described how profound silence isn’t just an absence; it’s a presence. And yet it’s also worth exploring the question, when we’re in a state of deep silence, what is absent? As we enter silence, what is it that we’re transcending?

Through scores of conversations with other people on this subject, we’ve come to recognize that the experience of silence is increasingly endangered. The lived experience of noise—not just what’s empirically measurable through decibel meters and psychological treatment statistics, but the subjective experience of external and internal distraction—is on the rise. And as we’ve explored the deeper qualitative dimensions of noise, we’ve noticed something that seems to pervade whole countries and cultures today.

Modern society doesn’t just tolerate the maximum production of mental stuff; we celebrate it. It’s no exaggeration to say that we’re addicted to making noise.

But why?

One simple answer is that we don’t think much about the costs.

Consider a seemingly mundane example from the world of work: group emails. The computer scientist Cal Newport, author of the books Deep Work and Digital Minimalism, reckons that they might cost any given small- to medium-sized company tens of thousands of employee hours of valuable thought and attention annually. Yet the underlying assumption holds that if such emails occasionally make it more convenient to access information, then they’re worth it. Newport calls this modern society’s “convenience addiction.” “Because we lack clear metrics for these behaviors’ costs,” he says, “we cannot weigh their pros against their cons. Therefore, the evidence of any benefit is enough to justify continued use.”

This same notion applies across society writ large.

It’s rare that we stop to ask, how much noise is really necessary?

We spoke with Cyrus about how politics today is so full of sound and fury because politicians have to compete for voters’ scarce attention, they have to preempt or respond to attacks, they have to win over the electorate by making their ideas and views heard. So, we’re accustomed to thinking that the ruthless capture of human attention—through robocalls, text alerts, and in-your-face advertising—is just the name of the game. Because we don’t often assess the toll that excessive mental stimulus exacts on our individual and collective psyches, we tend to produce and consume it with reckless abandon. We rarely perform any kind of cost-benefit analysis on it.

While the “attention economy” produces benefits to global society that now measure in the tens of trillions of dollars, we’re only just beginning to comprehend its costs. Peer-reviewed studies show, for example, that the mere presence of a smartphone in a room, turned off and face down, drains people’s working memory and their capacity for problem solving. Other studies show that roughly a third of eighteen- to forty-four-year-olds feel anxious if they haven’t checked Facebook within two hours. The same study used MRI scan data to correlate the psychological dependency on checking Facebook with a reduction in valuable gray matter in the brain—a reduction that’s comparable to one caused by cocaine usage. As Jean Twenge, a leading expert on youth mental health, wrote in the World Happiness Report in 2018, “95% of United States adolescents had access to a smartphone, and 45% said they were online ‘almost constantly.’” While this might present benefits in terms of convenience or entertainment, Twenge found that there was a 52 percent rise in major depressive episodes among adolescents in the period between 2005 and 2017—the time during which smartphones became ubiquitous. The costs are real.

The same dynamics of “addiction” apply to the industrial soundscape, too. In her 2019 feature in The Atlantic, “Why Everything Is Getting Louder,” Bianca Bosker writes of the struggle of Karthic Thallikar, a resident of an Arizona bedroom community who endured years of headaches and sleepless nights owing to the constant electric drone of a massive nearby data storage center. The police, the city council, and the business’s representatives told him to buy earplugs and be less sensitive. An employee of the data center told Thallikar—who grew up in Bangalore—that immigrants like him “should feel lucky to live in the U.S.” and not complain about such disturbances. Thallikar, in time, found out he wasn’t alone in his discomfort. Scores of other local residents were suffering, too. But even as they built a sustained movement, government officials said there was nothing they could do. This was a matter of economic development, after all. Sure, the officials agreed, the noise was agitating. But it was the cost of “progress.”

Cal Newport’s concept of the “convenience addiction” is instructive. And yet the underlying dynamic here runs deeper than just expediency of access to information. It gets to the idea of “progress”—the set of values that constitute the organizing purpose of modern society. When former Google CEO Eric Schmidt offered his estimate that we produce as much info every two days as we did “from the dawn of civilization up until 2003,” he wasn’t just talking about what exponential increases in connectivity and computing power have enabled us to do.

He was talking about where we’re putting our energy and attention.

He was talking about the way our social, political, and economic systems are wired.

THE ECONOMICS OF AGITATION

In the third quarter of 2020, the U.S. economy grew by a record-breaking 33.1 percent on an annualized basis. Given the realities of an out-of-control coronavirus pandemic, rampant food insecurity, raging wildfires, and massive protests against racial injustice, this supposedly wondrous and historic number seemed—to most people—like a total and utter farce.

But the disconnect between this one particular economic milestone and most people’s actual lived experience was not an aberration. It was a reflection of how we tend to measure progress.

It’s an illustration of why we generate so much noise.

Back during the Great Depression, few if any countries did any kind of national accounting or measurement of the sum total of all the economic activity within their borders. Without this, governments couldn’t effectively mobilize their economies through fiscal and monetary stimulus measures—the kinds of actions President Franklin Roosevelt and other leaders sought to take in order to pull their nations’ economies out of the doldrums. To manage the economy, you have to measure it. So the U.S. government employed a young economist, a future Nobel laureate named Simon Kuznets, to develop the first system of national income accounting. It was the forerunner of gross domestic product, or GDP.

The approach caught on. Soon, GDP wasn’t just a tool for government planners. It became the go-to barometer of business cycles, government performances, and even human living standards. Public officials started using GDP as one of the most important benchmarks in crafting policies and regulations. Businesses started using it as a guide to expenditures and investments. Journalists and voters started seeing it as an indication of a president’s or prime minister’s success or failure. Since it became a shorthand expression of national wealth, people started thinking about GDP as the “headline indicator” of a society’s progress.

GDP wasn’t supposed to be used for all these purposes. As Kuznets himself indicated, “The welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national income.”

His warning was prescient.

Rising GDP often runs counter to what’s good for us.

During the catastrophic Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, J. P. Morgan analysts noted that economic activity generated by all the cleanup efforts would likely outweigh the economic losses to tourism and fishing. The largest accidental oil spill in history likely registered as a “net gain” in the country’s economic output. In other words, an event of mass ecological and human destruction was a net positive event, according to our foremost metric of social “progress.” The dynamics are similar in other spheres of life. Our GDP growth tends to accelerate with rising rates of crime, longer commutes, and the existence of more gas-guzzling vehicles. It also tends to slow as we take time for personal relaxation or cooking dinner at home rather than picking up fast food.

The problem is that GDP is just a measurement of raw industrial output. As the social theorist Jeremy Lent puts it, GDP “measures the rate at which a society is transforming nature and human activities into the monetary economy, regardless of the ensuing quality of life.” So, if we cut down a pristine forest to collect lumber that gets sold at Home Depot, that registers as a pure positive. The worth of that pristine forest, which exists outside the monetary economy, is implicitly priced at zero. This approach to measurement gets to the heart of many of our challenges as a society—from disrespect of nature to lack of appreciation for community. It’s the problem of trying to transfer everything into the monetary economy.

Speaking just a few months before his assassination in 1968, Robert F. Kennedy said the following about our headline indicator of societal progress:

[It] counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for the people who break them. It counts the destruction of the redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the riots in our cities. It counts Whitman’s rifle and Speck’s knife, and the television programs which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet the gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country, it measures everything in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.

To RFK’s litany of all the cherished human values that our economic indicators ignore, we would add one more: the peace and clarity of pure attention.

Just as the value of the pristine redwood forest is implicitly priced at zero under our system of measuring GDP, so, too, is the value of silence.

How we measure progress and productivity in modern society explains why our systems are optimized to produce maximum noise. GDP goes up with the buzzes and roars of industrial machinery. But it also goes up when an app’s built-in algorithm deduces that you’re in a quiet moment of your day and swoops in with a notification that wins your attention, boosting usage statistics and juicing company earnings. GDP goes up when management finds a new opportunity to make an employee answer emails at 11:00 p.m., transforming the “unproductive” activity of rest into a verifiable contribution to the monetary economy. It’s probably no coincidence that Facebook created the “like” button—one of history’s craftiest means of hijacking dopamine receptors and with it human consciousness—as the company was seeking to demonstrate its potential profitability to investors in order to go public.

“Attention,” says the French philosopher Simone Weil, “taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer. It presupposes faith and love. Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.” The full plenitude of our conscious attention is something sacred.

And yet it’s hard to assign a monetary value to anything that’s sacred—whether it’s a vibrant virgin rain forest or an experience of gratitude in quiet reflection. Silence gets implicitly priced at zero. The empty space beneath, between, or beyond the mental stuff gets tacitly labeled “useless.” That’s why we fail to guard the teenage psyche against the economic dynamo of the iPhone or why Karthic Thallikar’s protest against the buzz of the nearby data center never really stood a chance.

That’s why the world keeps getting noisier.

HOLY USELESSNESS

In November 2020, Cyrus Habib went straight from the lieutenant governor’s office into a thirty-day silent retreat, where he prayed and examined his thoughts while learning how to rigorously practice the five-hundred-year-old spiritual exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola. It was the time of the presidential election, but Cyrus, the consummate politician, wasn’t even able to learn the results. He had no phone or internet and no contact with family or friends.

When it came to auditory and informational stimulation, he was on a total elimination diet.

And yet Cyrus noticed that he still had to contend with hearty, heaping servings of internal noise.

“I’d have these pangs of doubt, where I started to ask myself, ‘Oh my God, what am I doing? Have I made a huge mistake?’”

While Cyrus tells us that he had become a Jesuit in order to “tune his life to the key of the divine,” he kept encountering discordant notes in his consciousness—internal chatter that left him agitated and unsettled.

But after a few weeks in the silence, he realized why he was facing so much internal noise: “I wasn’t asking myself, ‘Am I happy?’ I was asking myself, ‘How do other people see what I’m doing?’”

Cyrus realized he was continuing to stake his whole sense of fulfillment on other people’s perceptions of him. This was especially problematic because, by this point, he had come to assume that people thought he was “totally nuts.” He had just gone from being a prominent public official to a novice member of an austere religious order.

“I mean, what an off-the-wall thing to do!”

As Cyrus sat in silence with his insight about where he was looking for fulfillment, something shifted. “I reached a point where I realized what my heart actually desires. If I just asked myself, ‘What do you want?’ The answer was, ‘To be exactly where I am.’”

Getting to this place of joyful presence required “reducing the auditory noise and the information I was receiving,” he tells us. But, he says, it was also ultimately about something else. He had to decide that he “was no longer performing.”

The constant obligation to have to think of the right thing to say, to deliver on other people’s expectations, can create, in Cyrus’s words, “a static that crowds out the signal. And the signal,” he says, “is what is truly in the heart.”

Over the past decade, a range of authors, including Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, Chris Bailey, and Arianna Huffington, have described how busyness is now a primary status symbol in our society. Like Cyrus, we know that feeling when quiet reflection gives way to self-doubt, even guilt. Shouldn’t I be doing something? Shouldn’t I be earning my keep? Shouldn’t I be getting my voice out there or staying in touch or building my brand?

The writer and researcher Linda Stone suggests there may be even more at play in this situation than just our worship of productivity. Nearly thirty years ago, she coined the term “continuous partial attention,” which, she argues, is distinct from multitasking. Whereas multitasking is motivated by the desire to be efficient, continuous partial attention is trying to ensure that we never miss out on an opportunity. We constantly scan the landscape—typically, a digital one these days—for connections, validations, and openings. It’s a nonstop hustle. It’s FOMO writ large. Stone says that continuous partial attention mimics an “almost constant crisis” in our nervous systems. These underlying feelings of missing out or falling behind with respect to social expectations explain, at least partially, why a reported 69 percent of millennials experience anxiety being away from a smartphone, even briefly.

Just as our economy is structured on the idea that success means GDP growth—the maximum possible production of sound and stimulus and stuff—our personal success is all too often contingent upon a similar kind of “growth”: continuous accumulation of social capital, informational capital, and financial capital. On the macro-level scale of society, the message is “Production is prosperity.” At the micro-level of the individual human consciousness, the message is “You can rest when you’re dead.”

But what if savoring silence is precisely what we ought to be doing for the good of ourselves and the good of our world?

What if there’s an ethical imperative for getting beyond the noise?

Cyrus answers these questions with a metaphor. “If you want to learn how to cook,” he says, “you should learn how to cook vegetarian. Because if you learn how to cook with meat, then you use meat as a crutch. If you learn how to cook with vegetables, then you’re going to learn how to use spices and seasonings and sauces. You’re going to notice flavors and textures.”

“Similarly,” Cyrus says, “when I’ve gone on silent retreat, when I’ve gotten beyond the noise, when I’ve stopped using the distractions and entertainment as such a crutch, I’ve found that the hues of my life are brighter. I taste the food more. When I’m washing dishes, I’m really physically feeling the plate in my hand and the sponge in my hand.”

“There’s an opportunity—an invitation—for each of us to become connoisseurs of creation.”

As we imagine what it means to transcend a world of noise, we become struck by Cyrus’s phrase “connoisseurs of creation.” To us, this means cultivating the capacity for delight in the senses. It’s about reclaiming clarity and wonder.

Finding a way to “detox” from the noise, Cyrus says, allows us to “make more heart-driven, loving choices.” It allows us to develop “an appreciation for the ways in which we are loved, an appreciation for all that’s around us that’s beautiful—that which we may not otherwise notice.”

Way back in the seventeenth century, the philosopher and polymath Blaise Pascal said, “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” We have to be able to transcend the noise—to withstand and even appreciate naked reality without all the commentary and entertainment and decoration—if we are to perceive what matters. We have to do this if we want to repair our relationships with nature and our relationships with one another.

Decades before the words “attention economy” entered the popular lexicon, a Swiss contemplative named Max Picard was thinking about the question, why don’t we seriously weigh the costs and benefits of all the noise we generate? “Silence,” Picard wrote, “is the only phenomenon today that is ‘useless.’ It does not fit into the world of profit and utility; it simply is. It seems to have no other purpose; it cannot be exploited.” Picard wrote that there’s actually more “help and healing” in silence than in all the “useful things” in the world. “It makes things whole again, by taking them back from the world of dissipation into the world of wholeness.” He concluded, “It gives things something of its own holy uselessness; for that is what silence itself is: holy uselessness.”

About six months after Cyrus left office and started his Jesuit training, he was already immersed in service. He was working in a group house in Tacoma, Washington, where people with and without intellectual disabilities live together and serve one another in a fraternal way. We caught up on the phone with him during a half-hour break in his responsibilities there. Cyrus was obviously making himself “useful.” And yet he seemed to embody this spirit of “holy uselessness” as he engaged himself in volunteer cleaning and dishwashing that didn’t register as any kind of measurable revenue-generating activity according to GDP. He had stepped out of the logic of productivity and constant connectivity, the logic of performing to other people’s expectations, the logic of a world of noise. Spending time in that group house, Cyrus was hardly in monastic silence.

But his mind was remarkably quiet.





Chapter 3

Silence Is Presence

“All things in our universe are constantly in motion, vibrating.”

In a 2018 article in Scientific American, Tam Hunt of the University of California, Santa Barbara summarized a range of recent findings from peer-reviewed academic studies in physics, astronomy, and biology to present this conclusion. He writes, “Even objects that appear to be stationary are in fact vibrating, oscillating, resonating, at various frequencies.” The author concludes, “Ultimately, all matter is just vibrations of various underlying fields.”

“Everything in life is vibration.” So goes the pithy and poignant, though possibly apocryphal, Albert Einstein quotation. Whether or not the master said it, the frontiers of modern physical sciences are showing the statement to be true.

Which raises a question: If this is the nature of reality, can anything be perfectly still?

Is there even such a thing as silence?

The twentieth-century modernist composer John Cage devoted a lot of his life’s work to this question. Cage famously wrote a piece of music, titled 4’33”, that consists of nothing but four minutes and thirty-three seconds of rest. The point wasn’t to give the piano player a break. It was written for an open-air concert hall in Woodstock, New York, with the objective of bringing the audience’s attention to the sounds of cicadas and the breezes in the branches. Later, when the piece was performed at indoor venues, the audience would take in other environmental sounds: the scuffling of feet, the clearing of throats, the detestable unwrapping of butterscotch candy. But the idea was always to use the music as a vehicle to expand people’s attention to what’s happening around them—to get people to consciously tune in to their surroundings.

Cage was inspired to create this piece years earlier when he visited the anechoic chamber on the Harvard campus. The room was designed to be soundless, built with materials to completely absorb all reflected vibration. It had been constructed with funding from the National Defense Research Committee during World War II as a way to study the extreme fatigue that bomber pilots experienced from noisy piston engines. When Cage stepped inside the chamber, he found something strange. It wasn’t silent. He heard “two sounds, one high and one low.” He described them both to the engineer in charge and asked why the room wasn’t totally soundless as advertised. The engineer explained to him the significance of the two sounds by saying, “The high one was your nervous system in operation. The low one was your blood in circulation.”

John Cage’s experiences and insights point to what diverse scientific studies today affirm: we’ll probably never experience silence in the pure objective sense of “a total absence of sound.”

In this pulsating, oscillating, buzzing reality we live in—where even the tiniest cilia hairs inside our own ears generate sound—there’s no escaping the vibration.

And that’s okay.

Our conception of silence isn’t the total absence of sound. It isn’t the total absence of thought. It’s the absence of noise. It’s the space between and beyond the auditory, informational, and internal stimuli that interfere with our clear perception and intention.

We recently asked Joshua Smyth—the scholar and researcher in biobehavioral health who has spent decades studying these matters—for his definition of “internal silence.” He thought intently, scanning his mind for what reams of relevant scientific literature had to say. In near exasperation, he put it bluntly: “Quiet is whatever someone thinks quiet is.”

This might sound like an evasive response. But the more we explored the meaning of silence—through years of interviews, conversations, study of academic literature, and time in personal introspection—the more convincing we found Smyth’s answer. We don’t know if physicists or astronomers will ever someday discover a pocket of absolute stillness somewhere in the universe. But we do know it’s possible for human beings to experience silence—as a personal phenomenon—on Earth, here and now.

There is such a thing as silence. It’s brimming with life and possibility. It naturally inhabits a universe where everything is pulsating, oscillating, and buzzing.

IN PRAISE OF THE INEFFABLE

When we tell our friends that we’re writing a book about silence, we often hear the same joke: “Oh, is it going to be a bunch of blank pages?”

There is really no such thing as an expert in that which cannot be spoken.

As Professor Smyth’s answer to our question about the definition of “internal silence” suggests, it’s a fool’s errand to try to fit this ineffable presence into any kind of rigid box. It’s up to each one of us to go inside and explore what silence really is.

For nearly forty years, the acoustic ecologist Gordon Hempton has traveled the globe to find the very quietest places to record them before they vanish. He’s a devotee of silence, if there ever was one. A few years ago, we spoke with him about our intention to write this book, and he told us that our greatest challenge would be to persuade you—our esteemed reader—to supersede the concept of silence that lives in your mind with the direct experience of how silence actually makes you feel. “Words are not a substitute for the experience,” he says.

Still, in talking with Hempton, we came to appreciate how valuable it is to explore other people’s accounts. While words can only point a finger toward the reality of the experience, the guidance can be illuminating and instructive.

For example, Hempton describes his own experience of silence as “time, undisturbed.”

He calls it the “think tank of the soul.” He says that “silence nurtures our nature, our human nature, and lets us know who we are.”

In interviewing scores of people for this book, we’ve been moved by so many personal insights on the meaning of silence. Here, rather than attempting one single definition, we will introduce you to a diverse range of reflections.

We invite you to pause after each one.

* * *

Roshi Joan Halifax—a trailblazing anthropologist, Zen priest, and innovator in end-of-life care—says, “In the presence of silence, the conditioned self rattles and scratches. It begins to crumble like old leaves or worn rock.” Silence is a real and practical way to dethrone the ego from its assumed perch at the center point of everything. This seems particularly challenging for Westerners. She writes, “We have filled our world with a multiplicity of noises, a symphony of forgetfulness that keeps our own thoughts and realizations, feelings and intuitions out of audible range.” She laments all we’re missing when we drown out silence and adds, “Silence is where we learn to listen, where we learn to see.”

* * *

The Reverend Dr. Barbara Holmes, a contemplative teacher and scholar focused on African American spirituality and mysticism, traces her relationship to silence through the ancestral lineage on her father’s side—descendants of the Gullah people of South Carolina. “The first daughter born in the family would be the one who would see into other worlds.” Rather than use the word “silence,” Dr. Holmes often uses the terms “stillness,” “centering,” and “embodied ineffability.” She uses these terms because the space of mystery has, for her, an undeniably physical dimension to it. She jokes that finding silence today is much harder than it was for mystics centuries ago. “I don’t give them all that much credit—it was silence
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