
        
            
                
            
        

    


Dr Ronald Boyd-MacMillan is Director of Strategic Research

for Open Doors International, the world's largest

organisation assisting persecuted Christians worldwide, and

a Professor of Practical Theology in Pakistan. He has

enjoyed contrasting careers as a Bible smuggler in Cold

War Eastern Europe, a pastor in England, a journalist in

Hong Kong, a trainer of underground preachers in China

and President of a speech tuition agency. The Heart is a

Noisy Room is his third book.





The Heart is a Noisy Room





Your inner voices, why they matter – and how to win them over





Ronald Boyd-MacMillan





[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]





www.hodderfaith.com





First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company



1



Copyright © Ronald Boyd-MacMillan, 2018



The right of Ronald Boyd-MacMillan to be identified as the Author of

the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be

otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being

imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library



ISBN 978 1 473 67716 6



Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

50 Victoria Embankment

London

EC4Y 0DZ



www.hodderfaith.com





For Eolene – who gives me the best vision

of God I could ever wish for





Keep your heart with all vigilance;

for from it flow the springs of life.

Proverbs 4:23 esv



In a lifetime as a Spiritual Director one constant tragedy stands out … that most Christians catastrophically fail to rate their own experience of God. Yet everyone has received a treasure beyond price.

Fr William Broderick





Contents

1 The Heart as a Noisy Room Full of Voices

2 What is a Voice Anyway?

3 How Voices Worked in Me

4 How Voices Mess Us Up

5 How to Identify Your Voices

6 How Voices Can Renew Us

7 #1 Talk Back to the Voice

8 #2 Befriend the Voice

9 #3 Ask God to Share the Burden

10 #4 Shrink the Voice

11 #5 Create a Community of Contradiction

12 God and Our Voices

13 Voices and World-Changing



Notes

Acknowledgements





1

The Heart as a Noisy Room Full of Voices

This is not your usual Christian book. I’ll start with a confession: I struggle to read most Christian books anymore. I’m busy, and I get irritated with books that start with cringing personal stories which go on so long it’s thirty pages before you get a sniff of the point. Then, after you get this hint, you have to wade through a couple of hundred pages of worthy padding, bug-eyed stories, a fund of testimonies, and promises of wholeness, fullness and power to rival Jesus himself.

This is not that kind of book.

These next few pages – with the minimum of testimony and story – share what this book is about. Take your shot at it now. Don’t waste your time. Decide now whether it’s worth the price of perseverance or not.

It’s about our voices. What they are doing to us. What they are taking away from us. What they can give to us . . . if we know how to deal with them.

It starts with this: our heart is a noisy room full of voices. It’s a party in there. You can hear the pop of corks, shouts, laughter and dialogue. Some voices are raised in anger. Some voices are sad. From a distance it is hard to distinguish. But the heart is the place from which all our controlling voices emanate, where our essential inner dialogues occur, where our self-consciousness reverberates. That self-consciousness is what makes us unique as humans. Or at least, dolphins – if they have self-consciousness – haven’t written any books about it yet. Your heart, my heart, everyone’s heart, is a noisy room full of voices. These voices can come deep from childhood, or from our culture, or from habits embraced in adulthood. Some even come from God, and some from the very pit of hell. The ones we immediately remember tend to be negative:

‘I’m no good.’

‘I’ve missed my chance . . . I’ll never make it now.’

‘I wish I was more like her, but I’ll never be because I’m stupid/ugly.’

‘You’re doomed to fail . . . you’ve always messed up.’

But voices can also take positive forms:

‘Things are sure to get better.’

‘Come on, you can be the best in the world at this.’

‘I will prevail because I’m special.’

‘I will leave a great legacy.’

OK so far? These voices are essentially strings of sentences recurring in our heads that seem to have a distinct personality that ‘monologue’ to us, sometimes so fast we just feel them rather than hear the words spelled out. These voices are asking us to adopt a certain perspective on life.

You are not weird because you have them. Most people have them. They are normal. What might be a bit weird is if you hear them audibly, a lot, and feel you have to do what they want. But that is very rare, and not always a sign of schizophrenia.

These voices run our lives. Our heart is a debating chamber that runs our lives. Our inner dialogues determine whether or not we will fulfil our dreams, keep us sane or not, enable us to enjoy God . . . or not. They are the arena where our deepest desires meet our conscious intentions, and these voices – and how we respond to them – either cramp or create a life of fullness. Although these voices are not who we are, they try to take over who we are . . . and frequently succeed. They are persistent, permanent and powerful enough to lay down rails upon which we run our lives.

These voices generally ruin our lives. Our voices usually try to tear us away from our deepest identity in God. It’s easy to see how negative voices ruin us. Take a harsh parental voice that has left you with the voice, ‘That’s not good enough.’ So no matter what you achieve (and people with this voice usually achieve a lot), the voice robs you of all joy from it.

Yet even positive voices can have the same ruinous effect. I knew someone who had a strong voice that essentially was, ‘I will be the best doctor in the world.’ Sounds marvellous. Sounds altruistic. Sounds Christian even. But only when you forget that your deepest identity is to enjoy God, not to have a profession. This man had substituted an achievement addiction for knowing God. When he contracted a disease that meant he could no longer perform surgery, he went to pieces. He had lost his identity, but he had lost a false one, not a true one. It took him years to prove the truth of an old Celtic saying: When the false gods go out, the true God comes in.

Most catastrophically, these voices prevent us from experiencing God with the fullness we deserve and the fullness God desires. Because they are located in the heart, they are well placed to rob us of our intimacy with God. Intimacy is a heart-to-heart knowing, and when it comes to God, that intimacy takes a unique form. He is actually resident within our heart, but his voice is not inclined to shout. The fact is, we are creatures who say we want a heart-to-heart meeting with God, yet will do everything in our power to avoid it. Why? Probably because if you go into the heart and meet your voices, you are going to meet three people – the person you really are (ugly); a devil who hates you (nasty) and God, your maker, who knows absolutely everything about you (fearful). That’s scary.

So scary most people don’t go there. Maya Angelou said that most people don’t grow up, they just grow older. Even if you have the courage and desire to break the unconscious power of these voices, where’s the door? What is the door to the noisy room? It’s the very opposite of what keeps us away from the room of the heart. Busyness keeps us on the superficial level of life. Stillness takes us deep. Stillness is the door. It doesn’t still the voices. It just enables us to hear the voices all the more clearly: no longer a babble. We have to still the other voices to listen. Most of us don’t know how! It’s fascinating that one of the most popular therapies for dealing with our voices today is mindfulness-based cognitive behavioural therapy (MCBT), a so-called third wave of treatments that seek to use stillness to negate the clamour of the voices.

Most vitally, these voices contain terrible lies, and they do not represent who we are. We are not the same as our voices . . . however much we may think we are. You are not that terrible person when a parent or guardian screamed, ‘YOU’RE DEFECTIVE!’ No, you are not. Or when they crooned, ‘You’re my perfect little angel.’ Nor are you perfect. But the danger is we fuse our self to the voices, because we lack the confidence and self-knowledge to know the difference. Relax. You are not the same person as the voices inside you, however much they pretend you are!

Most delightfully, if we face our voices, they can also save us. Our voices are not something we can get rid of. They are too deep. You might as well tear out your heart. But if handled correctly, our voices can actually provide guidance. They turn from terrorists to avatars, and show us the way to be whole and, ultimately, the way to an enjoyment of God. I’m going to propose five ways to interact with our voices so that they no longer ruin us, but rather assist us in our renewal. Keep going on automatic pilot with these voices, and your identity will be shrunk down to their noisy, warring fragments of selfhood. Confront them, befriend them, ask God to defang them, relativise them, and even surround them with a culture of contradiction, and you will win – win through to a larger, better person. After all, there are seven billion people on the planet, but only you can be you.

Most frighteningly, our voices are hardly ever talked about. You’ll never hear a sermon about them. There are few Christian books about them. A strand of self-help literature foolishly pretends to fix them. They usually concentrate on the negative voices and expect you to come up with the strength to see them off. Wrong strategy. You might as well try to sink an ocean liner with a pea shooter. The voices will win every time. We can’t get rid of them. But we can shrink them, or even use them. Sure, the world of psychology has some insights. There is an emphasis on ‘self-talk tapes’ that can reprogram us, and a whole new school of treatment – CBT – has evolved to assist with the fight. Help us it does, especially the so-called third wave of CBT, which adds mindfulness into the mix, a form of stilling and detaching from the power of the voices rather than trying to alter their content. But this is mostly technique, like removing the chemical dependence of alcoholism, without providing the meaning or impetus to fill a life of sobriety. Here we are talking about the goal of life, which is to enjoy God, and our voices are – until we know how to handle them – out to offer a false identity in anything else but God. Ultimately, we do not have the resources in ourselves to deal with our voices. The goal is not merely to manage our voices, but use them to transform our lives . . . in a Godward direction.

Fabulous verse this: Isaiah 30:21, which in the NIV reads, ‘Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, “This is the way; walk in it.” ’ God’s voice called Israel to return to their primary identity – to be a distinct people in his image, and show the world the love of God. Be who I made you to be, says God.

That’s what the voice of God does, should you hear it in the neighbourhood of your noisy heart. It’s an invitation to go back to your primary identity, one where there is a balance between being and doing, not just being. Where you live out your uniqueness, and your living is an overflow of the love you feel from your Creator.

So that’s what this book is all about. Simple, but massively complex, the more so because it’s a subject rarely treated. Your mind is full of voices. You have a running dialogue with the universe. You have a subtext running like a ticker tape across the bottom of your vision. Like it or not, they are running your life. Face it – they are probably ruining your life. But what do you do? Hold on to the key idea which drives this book – those voices that are ruining your life are also the same voices that will save your life . . . if you know how to deal with them!

So be careful if you want to keep reading. Here is your warning: your inner dialogue will never be the same again!

Was that a promise of transformation that snuck in there? I’m not sure what the promise is. I’m just not one of those Christians who ‘count it all joy’. I have found the Christian life a struggle, but a worthwhile one. The face of God comes and goes, and most of the time I have to push myself to see his face in the rain at sunset, or the wind rustling through trees. In fact, maybe God is so everywhere it looks like he is nowhere, if you can keep track with that. Of course, if you are the type of person who gets seven resurrections before breakfast, this book is not for you. You shouldn’t be reading any books at all. But I do find the Christian life epic after a fashion. It’s a drama of love, crucifixion, emptiness, weakness, grief, passion and joy that I choose to experience on a daily basis. But the drama is often disguised. It’s a drama that does not look like a drama, especially not the Hollywood version. More like an Andrei Tarkovsky film than a Stephen Spielberg. Tarkovsky was famous for holding his film shots of ruins, forest or fire until you grew bored, and then you got this magical moment when you saw afresh, and wonder was renewed at the spiritual in the ordinary. It takes a certain kind of eye to see it. And a disciplined patience. It’s not easy. Not always fabulous. But always, in a way, filling enough of reality to make it the best kind of way to get through this world as we find it.

As for your voices, yes, most of them will always be there. You can’t get rid of them on the whole. But you can definitely turn around from being invisibly dominated to being helpfully guided by them.

And that could save your life.

Or give you a new one.

Or, at least, a better one.
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What is a Voice Anyway?

OK, what is a voice? Where might it come from? Why is it so powerful? How might we say it actually has the power to run our lives?

When I first started teaching on this, this was my first pass on the subject. I defined a voice this way: ‘A voice is a persistent, powerful message, from yourself to yourself, that prevents and keeps you from embracing your true self.’

The idea here was to show these things through the elements of this definition:

Persistent. It’s part of your identity. It feels familiar. Even if it is never named, it is a companion over time.

Powerful. We tend to believe it. We rarely question its truth, and we have an emotion every time the voice goes off.

Message. It’s a declaration or assertion, emerging from the subconscious in most cases. It’s asking us to take a point of view – I am rubbish, or, I am invincible.

From yourself to yourself. The voice is within, internal, rarely spoken out, but you often find yourself in dialogue with it.

Prevents and keeps. These voices are trying to prevent you from getting what you really need more deeply. They are substitutes of lesser identities for who you really are.

True self. Our deepest identity is to love, know and serve God, right? Every Christian affirms that, at least theoretically. According to the book of Genesis, we are placed into a paradise garden and given three gifts: Something to enjoy: ‘You may freely eat the fruit of every tree in the garden’ (Genesis 2:16); something to do: ‘Tend and watch over it’ (Genesis 2:15), and, something to avoid: ‘Don’t eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ (Genesis 2:17). Yes, even paradise is dangerous. In this great fellowship garden that is the world, we are to make our way through it in this way, and that is what a voice does not want us to do. It wants to create a self-dependence, or over-rate the something to do element, so we get defined by our achievements, and that makes it impossible to sit and enjoy God. It’s our true self that is the target for the voices. St Ignatius’s first principle sums it up well: we are from love, for love, of love. If that gets into your core, life can be lived aright.

So that was the first pass. But as I kept thinking and talking about it, there were two slight problems with this. One was, not all voices come from ourselves to ourselves. As a description of the arena of the voices, fair enough, because the main reverberation of the voices is internal; but as a description of the origins of the voices, it’s inadequate. Most voices probably do come from ourselves, but since we are people who believe in the sacred, there are two other sources of the voices that are quite external to us – God and the pit. Whether you take the devil metaphorically or not, evil does seem to have been allotted the power to suggest, and to take those suggestions into our very hearts. Jesus famously duels with the devil in the wilderness, and although we are not told what form the devil’s voices took, the least we can infer is that they entered Jesus’ consciousness, whether or not the devil was sitting on a rock with a tail and antlers, red from sunburn.

But there was another problem with my first definition. It didn’t really describe what a voice was like.

So here’s my second pass: ‘If you have (A) streams of sentences in your head, (B) that recur frequently, (C) which seem to have a distinct perspective, (D) and that carry an emotional feeling with them, you’ve got Voices.’

Yep, that’s a more technical definition of what a voice actually is. It’s important to see what a voice is not. It does not have to be:


	•	audible


	•	loud


	•	overwhelming


	•	sacred-sounding.



Nor does it have to come using a particular pronoun, like ‘You’ or ‘I’. Nor does the voice have to be experienced as a particular mini-person, and indeed some good research shows that the voice can form without extensive sentence streams, as our brains can use shorthand to convey the perspective. Martin Laird, in his beautiful book A Sunlit Absence, has a chapter called ‘Our Collection of Videos’, and he defines them as:


. . . inner chatter . . . something like a video that constantly plays in the mind only to be rewound and played again and again and again. For some it might be a predominantly visual sequence of distractions, for others predominantly aural, or a combination of both. The insidious thing about these videos is that they have a way of cultivating a psychological identification with them.1


What he’s calling our videos I suppose I am calling our voices. But put in these ways, most of us have them. In fact, we’d be a bit weird if we didn’t.

So much for the technical, I hear you yawn. It’s the actual power I want to talk about, and it is my view that these voices are trying to shape our identities, and the less attention we pay to them, the more our personality is shaped wrongly. If we pay attention to them correctly, we have a chance of being the person God wants us to be. They are trying to label us. It feels like a person is inside us that isn’t us. These labels matter. ‘You are a waste of space’, ‘Shut up, you’ve nothing to offer’, ‘You will always be defective’.

Feel the power?

OK, a bit abstract? Let’s fix that! Look out: personal stories alert. Let’s get a sense of what a voice sounds like and the power it has.

Recently I concluded ten trips around China, visiting over two hundred churches, a few Catholic ones, but mostly Protestant churches, from the underground house churches to the above-ground Three Self Patriotic Movement. And in all corners of this grand country – from Harbin in the north, to Urumqi in the far west, to Hainan and Kunming in the south, and all along the great coastal cities of Fuzhou, Shanghai, Hankou and Qingdao – after a while I began to notice something about the preaching. It didn’t matter what tradition, whether Catholic or Protestant, whether official or unofficial. The sermons were all the same in this respect – they all contained exhaustive lists on how to be worthy of God. It seemed this was the church of thousand and one commandments. Yes, the gospel was in there. Yes, the Scriptures were honoured. Yes, the people were faithful and the preachers were trying their best. But the net result was for the worshipper to leave the church weighed down with a burden of guilt and feeling that they had to try a lot harder in order to deserve God’s blessings.

I was reticent to share this impression, but one day when we were visiting Chengdu I met another great China watcher. I knew her well and gave her my impressions. To my surprise she said, ‘Well, of course that’s how we preach, because that’s due to the voice we hear from our parents growing up.’

She said, ‘You’ve got to understand how a typical Chinese family works. I know; I was raised in one. From years one to seven, you are a spoiled child. You can do practically nothing wrong. But then something happens around age five, six or seven. Something changes, and you have to perform. Suddenly, you have to get As at school, or your parents will be displeased. If you don’t get great grades, you are disgracing the family. And your parents are saying to you through their words and actions in a way that takes the form of a powerful internal voice, ‘‘We will only love you if you come top of the class.’’ You wake to a new world. In the old one love was offered unconditionally. In the new world it becomes conditional: ‘‘Make the grade and you are worthy to receive our love!’’

‘That voice then permeates everything, and gets transposed out, so that God becomes a version of a demanding Chinese parent. He doesn’t really love us unconditionally. We’d better shape up, get holy, and only then will his love flow towards us.’

No wonder I’d staggered out of those meetings crushed with guilt. And hark at the power of it. Millions of Chinese Christians perhaps losing their grip on the big thing that makes Christianity unique among the world religions: grace. We don’t have to earn the favour of God. That’s the way of the Pharisee. Jesus taught differently, but the voice got in the way. The voice that had come from Confucian duty, and parental pressure.

Hmmn. It did ring a bell even in my own culture, which was far away from China. I was attending a Bible study with a Scottish gentleman. A very nice man: good husband, faithful father, committed at church, a real salt-of-the-earth type. But I began to notice something (and of course, this is always easier to notice in someone else): whatever Scripture we were studying, he always had the exact same reaction to it – guilt! Guilt that he wasn’t trying hard enough to please God. Guilt that he wasn’t dedicated enough to God. Guilt that he was being too soft on himself, and working his own spiritual ruin.

Now, it didn’t come out in such bald terms. That’s a diagnosis. It would show up more subtly. Once, we were talking about the verse, ‘Let the word of God dwell in you richly.’ Cue this man and he would start to say, with a defeated air, ‘My, I just don’t give enough time to my Bible. It’s terrible. I try to make the time, but I don’t succeed well enough. I must set my alarm tomorrow for half past five and make a start again.’ And he would leave the Bible study – as I’m sure he left church every week –with an exhausting task list of things he must try harder at to please God.

Now there’s a voice driving that. It’s called, for want of a better term, ‘Undeserving Voice’. I know exactly where it comes from – it comes from
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