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LEARNING TO BE QUIET

Words that are not said are the flowers of silence.

Japanese proverb

Why it’s so difficult

You’ve read the title of this section and I’ll let you prepare yourselves psychologically for the profound upheavals that will be required. This is the price for access to calm and silence. But do not fear, the result is equal to the ‘sacrifice’. Because for some of us, it really is a sacrifice, like cutting off a part of ourselves, the part that constantly talks to colleagues, neighbours or friends about the smallest details of our lives … or the weather! 

And Zen monasteries are no exception. Although they’re designed as spaces devoted to silence and meditation, they’re inhabited by people like you and me. Some residents have a natural taste for silence, some have gradually acquired it, and for others still it remains a form of torture. Each morning, before meditation, we have twenty minutes to have a wash before having a cup of tea in the communal room. The rule of silence has been in force since the previous evening. But a few people really struggle to be in the company of others and drink a cup of tea without exchanging complicit glances or little morning greetings. As this is ‘forbidden’ to a greater or lesser extent, they do so furtively, in a whisper. For a long time, I wondered how it could be that complete silence was impossible? Why did we have this absolute compulsion for contact with others?

Talking to other people often actually seems to be an exercise in reassurance: I look at the other person and say hello, he or she returns the greeting with a few words, thus confirming my existence. Or, to put it another way, I exist through the other person’s eye contact and words. Does this mean that otherwise I don’t exist? It would take more than a whole book to explore this subject alone! Who am I? What is reality? Do I need social contact to survive? Philosophers and film-makers (think of The Matrix) have been only too happy to sow confusion and introduce little hints of uncertainty into our nicely ordered lives. The same goes for Buddhism, but I’ll keep quiet on that – it’s not for me to comment on … 

Not speaking is cruelly at odds with our need to be seen, and heard. And this is why some people, who are probably more sensitive to other people’s attention, find themselves ill at ease when they have to remain silent. 

The benefits of keeping quiet

CALMING THE MIND

In Buddhism, this practice is known as ‘Noble Silence’. It consists of keeping quiet and allowing the words that arise to pass by, leaving them unspoken. Deciding, consciously and deliberately, not to talk. The benefits are numerous. And after a few hours, or a few days, the mind becomes calm. 

Once a year, we hold a week’s silent retreat, in mid-winter. In addition to the fairy-tale scenery with all the snow, this is a special time in which to really immerse ourselves in silence. The retreat, which is essentially given over to meditation, is called rõhatsu. It celebrates the Buddha’s awakening 2,600 years ago, on 8 December (date to be confirmed, there were no selfies taken that day …). A week without talking: perfect conditions! Each year (this is my twelfth rõhatsu), I notice with renewed amazement the incredible effect of this silence on my mental activity. After a few hours, complete calm takes hold. There is even a sense of total contentment at the prospect of several days spent in nurturing calm. 

In general, we have ideas, desires and remarks to make on everyday subjects: work, public transport, politics, etc. But if we ‘forget’ to formulate them, these subjects fairly quickly lose their importance. A dispute with a colleague that is not verbalised, and above all not discussed with our entire professional network, will end up unravelling like an old pullover, losing its original shape and significance altogether. It all depends on the dispute in question, of course – this isn’t an absolute rule – but silence will certainly provide some space for the problem to be resolved. This is borne out by the common habit of going for a run in order to ‘take your mind off things’. Jogging in silence – not enough breath to talk! – frees the mind from its internal rumbling. To the rhythm of your strides, the words gradually disappear, each leg like a painter’s brush gently revealing the horizon. According to the wisest among us, the horizon – calm – is always there, beyond outward appearance. It doesn’t take much for us to rediscover it. 

Of course, in pragmatic terms, it’s not always possible to free up a week for a silent meditation retreat. Especially the first time – because once people have experienced the joys of a new way of being, they often await the next spiritual appointment with impatience and plan their holidays accordingly. But if your diary is resolutely overbooked, you’ll find a few ideas below to help you experiment with silence in your everyday life, without having to wait.

A DIFFERENT LANGUAGE

A few years ago, in 2008, I visited Japan for a traditional retreat (see Chapter 3). The nuns who taught at the monastery were quite traditionalist and some of them struggled to see how Zen Buddhism could have anything to do with ‘foreigners’, and involve other people besides the Japanese themselves. When I arrived, I was informed that English was forbidden and that everything would be conducted in the local language, Japanese. As is often the case in Japan, messages have ‘secret drawers’: there is what is said and what is not said; appearance and reality. In this case, the Abbess and one of her marvellous assistants had arranged things so that my dormitory contained all the nuns who spoke or could stumble through a few words of English. So there was the official message, ‘It is forbidden to speak English’, and the underlying sensitive approach, ‘We will do everything we can so that you can still integrate.’ It’s a subtle and very interesting culture that I still love to explore. 

But why this little story? During the three months of the retreat, I ended up having barely any verbal contact with the nuns. The instructions were in Japanese, with little translation for my benefit. Just enough to be able to follow without getting too lost. Most of the time, they talked animatedly amongst themselves, and I couldn’t grasp the content of the conversation at all. In the beginning, with no language method, I tried to recognise sentence structures or intonation, but it was no good: Japanese was all Greek to me! So before very long at all, I stopped listening. Their nattering was like a familiar buzz that helped the days pass by and lent them a cheerful spontaneity: the nuns chattered a lot, creating a refreshing atmosphere with their shrieks and laughter. And I didn’t understand a word of it! 

The benefits were enormous. All my usual little complaints, by losing their preferred outlet, evaporated like snow in the sunshine. Enforced silence burnt off at the root any inclination to anger or resentment. There was no one to moan or grumble with, no audience to whom I could express my opinion on anything or everything: these were certainly the ideal conditions in which to develop a new way of thinking, by inviting in silence. To tell you the truth my little inner soundtrack continued but … in Japanese! Having become used to my internal dialogue over so many years, it was impossible to silence it, or at least I didn’t even envisage the possibility. I needed something, a little reassuring internal noise. And so a new language appeared: little phrases in Japanese, Buddhist chants and sutras … An everyday mental soundtrack beyond all logical sense. I was very fond of it. And each day, I felt more peaceful and focused. 

You don’t need to travel to the other side of the world to experience this; a simple moment of consciousness, a detachment from your interior dialogue, is all that is needed. The words that parade through our heads have a life of their own and, strange though it might seem, it’s possible to hear them as if they were the voice of someone else, and so to detach from them completely. Learning to get to know our inner voice better means we can learn to forget about it from time to time in order to reconnect with the present moment. 

For me, the unfamiliar, new language I was surrounded by forced me to become a student of my own mind, studying the little voice inside my head as a scientist might observe a cell under the microscope, amazed to hear it speaking Japanese just to fill the space. In observing this unexpected voice, I managed to detach myself from it; words lost their hypnotic power over me. And from this comes a great sense of freedom. 

Including the fact that I have an inner dialogue inside my head that is hell-bent on expressing itself, whatever the circumstances! And even capable of speaking Japanese just to fill the space! The appearance of this new language was so unexpected that I began to observe it carefully, and above all… to detach myself from it. You could say that the words had lost their hypnotic power. The little voice inside my head became a subject of study, like a scientist might observe a cell under the microscope. I became a student of my own mind and, thanks to this form of witness-presence, gained a profound sense of freedom in return! 

HEARING MORE, OPENING THE DOORS OF PERCEPTION

If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to man as it is, Infinite.

William Blake

When our little inner voice speaks up, there is a sound. Loud or soft, high, medium or low. The sound is generally noticeable enough to cut us off from the sonic world surrounding us. To put it another way, we cannot ‘chatter in our heads’ and hear the sounds of the world at the same time. More’s the pity! As a result, so many people will go for a walk in the forest with friends without even noticing the melody of the trees, the little gasp of an autumn leaf coming off a branch, the creaking of bark … But out of the blue, as if by surprise, the mouth falls silent and the head with it. Suddenly, we can hear again! We walk with our steps hammering on the ground and the sound penetrates the moment. This sensation of ‘presence’ is experienced when we feel everything is there, in place, and the ‘I’ can disappear into the wider world. We sometimes feel it when we stand at the top of a mountain, or contemplate the ocean. It can be fleeting and quickly forgotten, but other times it will make a profound impression on the person who experiences it. 

Are you familiar with the impression of immensity that can suddenly appear during a walk? A sort of vertigo in response to the scale of it all, the imprint of a heart that suddenly beats faster, perhaps as it falls into step with the rhythm of the universe. Some describe it as a feeling that ‘we are not alone’, others fall to their knees to pray to God, and still others accept the mystery as it is, without raising the veil, allowing the adventure of the unknown into their lives. 

But whether in the city or in the countryside, people who choose to stay quiet, to resist the urge to talk, perceive a different world: a sense of suspension, a pause, an unfurled energy. Was it always there or did it appear thanks to our observation? Hard to tell, but it is as if the sounds, the nearest to the most distant, have opened up to our ears. 

Amongst practitioners of Buddhism, one of the favourite figures is Kannon, also known as Avalokiteshvara or Chenrezi: the Buddha of Compassion. She is often represented as a goddess, with a thousand arms, or thereabouts. Certain traditions use this image or archetype to find inspiration in daily life. By imagining all of this Buddha’s qualities, you encourage the mind to move towards them. Kannon’s other name is ‘She who hears the sounds of the world’, and I often like to talk about her when welcoming newcomers. Her message is one of extraordinary warmth. Kannon hears everything, knows all of the world’s inhabitants – their lives, their qualities, their defects, their desires – and observes all this with the most infinite compassion. After having heard so many things over so many years, the only emotion she is left with is a benevolent affection for human nature.

Perhaps her example could simply encourage us to make friends with ourselves? (The sentiment expressed in a splendid book by the Tibetan nun Pema Chödrön2, a highly recommended read.) 

EXERCISES FOR CLEARING THE MIND AND SILENCING THE INNER CRITIC

The experience of sound travel

To earn my living, I have various, equally fascinating jobs, including my work as a singing teacher. People come for individual lessons or on courses, in the centre of Strasbourg, to discover the basics of vocal functioning, breathing and resonance. Most of the time, students squeeze their classes into the middle of the day, between two other activities, and burst in for the sessions full of their urban buzz. They arrive wrapped up in their preoccupations, ready for anything apart from concentrating and feeling! So I’ve introduced a helpful little ritual: the decompression chamber. It’s quite simple to do, at any point in the day, sitting, standing, lying down, alone or in the middle of a crowd. Plus, it’s invisible and undetectable! So you can do it anywhere – at a meeting, on the train, at home with your family – without being noticed, which wouldn’t be the case with a traditional meditation session or breathing exercise. 
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THE DECOMPRESSION CHAMBER

So this is the exercise: wherever you are at the moment, become aware of the sounds all around you. Listen to sounds close by, then those in the distance. Take the time to move from one space to another, from the foreground to the background. Then listen out for the different frequencies: high, low, medium. Try to distinguish all the sounds at that point in time: the dull throb of the city, the trains passing in the distance, the squealing of brakes, the noise of the wind in the trees, a car wash, conversations … The secret lies in allowing the sounds to come to you and welcoming them in. 

After a few minutes, a question might occur to you: where is the boundary between the inside and the outside? Where is the point where the sound is outside my ears, then moves into them? It’s tricky, and subtle, but it’s as if the boundary dissolves. Neither inside nor outside. Sounds, the world and the ‘self’ intimately intermingled. And opening up our sound field really does produce such a sense of well-being. The results are clear to see, as all my pupils agree unanimously: it’s amazing how good you feel after five minutes of sound travelling: your breathing settles, your body becomes more present and a sensation of calm appears. 



But why does this make us feel so good? Well, this is my theory: when we’re worried, when we’re turning our thoughts over in our minds and dwelling on them, we’re functioning in a loop, in a closed circuit, like prisoners inside ourselves. We can walk down the whole length of a street without seeing it, absorbed in our inner monologue. By deciding to open the hatches and open our ears, space itself opens up in response. The ‘external’ world reappears, the monologue calms down, and our energies are restored to harmony as a result. Similarly, in therapy, the first task with someone suffering episodes of depression is to get them to look up and rediscover the landscape that surrounds them. In the practice described above, we do this by opening our ears: the result is identical, and the mood is considerably lightened as a result.

Taming the little voice inside you

As we mentioned earlier, real chatterboxes often have a sort of alias inside their heads, a sort of Jiminy Cricket or Tinkerbell talking (or tinkling) ten to the dozen from morning to night. Officially, this is known as our ‘internal dialogue’, but ‘monologue’ would probably be more appropriate, because unless you answer yourself out loud (which is a bit of a risk if you want to keep a normal social life), the little voice is generally talking all on its own. 

I can offer you three practices to help you to moderate the audio stream from this little voice. A whole book could be written just on the subject of its origin, usefulness and credibility, because once again we’re touching on the mystery of consciousness. But instead, let’s study the little voice from a practical perspective, in order to regain a measure of calm and inner silence.
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THE ROYAL APPROACH: 
OBSERVING WITHOUT TOUCHING

We could also call this the ‘Path of Kings’. It’s the practice that stands firm when all others have been tested. The one that takes us furthest and offers the most possibilities. It’s my favourite – by a long way – so I’ve chosen to introduce you to it first. It might not look like much, but appearances can be deceptive, and this is no exception.

First of all, sit down somewhere calm. Close your eyes or keep them half closed, but very, very relaxed. Then stand up, adopt the royal pose of someone about to do something important, or even sacred. It’s time to set off on an exploration of your thoughts. What are you thinking about? But most importantly, what words are currently being spoken? Are they logical discourses or snatches of phrases, or even a song you’ve just heard? Is it your voice that is speaking, or the voice of a friend, or does it belong to one of your parents? 

Now we are at the heart of the exercise, what it all comes down to: it doesn’t take much to gradually calm this little voice and free up periods of silence. Simply adopt the position of a neutral observer. This is also known as witness consciousness, the faculty of observing the thoughts and words that appear without acting, judging or commenting. In this state of observation, we are simultaneously associated with the experience and disconnected from it, inside and outside. Just being there and allowing them to pass by, whilst remaining fully aware of every little word. 

THE SECRET

To achieve this neutral observer position, stand upright in a very straight posture, above all absolutely still, with your eyes calmly directed towards the ground, half open to let just a few fragments of light through. It is this immobility that makes the body available and ready; this very powerful posture combines the power of a samurai with a deep gentleness. Often our minds, in a sort of wild dance, will fill the spaces with thoughts, opinions and desires, all in a closed circuit. In letting all of these circulate and then disappear, a new space full of calm – a new breathing space if you like – can appear. 

This practice has the advantage of offering a genuine ‘reconciliation’ with ourselves. We’re not going to fight the voice, try to create some empty space, or offer it any suggestions for improvements. Like The Doors song, we’re just going to ‘take it as it comes’. From a psychological point of view, the idea is for everyone to accept themselves as they are, with their qualities, their defects and their inner voices that are sometimes brilliant, sometimes dictatorial and sometimes critical, all the aspects of ourselves accepted with the same tranquillity. They are simply held up in front of the mirror of our witness consciousness. At this point, left untouched, the thought/voice appears and then disappears naturally. The result is an incredible sensation of freedom! And we can develop a new relationship to ourselves and to the world, which is simultaneously more serene and more tolerant. 

PLAYING WITH OUR LITTLE VOICE

The little voice also provides an excellent opportunity to have a bit of fun and rediscover our childhood spirit. Some things will probably have you in fits of laughter, others will take you by surprise. But in any event, you will be amazed at your brain’s abilities and the possibility of taking back a little control, which is available to everyone. So, if your little voice sometimes annoys you, follow the guide! 

• Find your little voice: this step is the same as in the previous exercise. Initially, you’ll find it much easier to do it somewhere calm, but with a little practice, you’ll be able to do it on the train, walking around, while doing your shopping, etc. 

• Turn down the volume: imagine a volume control or a cursor near your head. Start





THE BODY AND THE VOICE (OR HOW TO ‘PULL A DOPEY FACE’)





THE DOPEY FACE EXERCISE
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