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NINE

THE SILENT EMBRACE //

AFTER JESUS WAS raised from the dead, his sporadic appear-
ances understandably caught the disciples off guard. Jesus’ 
appearances must have seemed surprising and confusing. In 
a similar manner, Jesus’ ascension to the Father was equally 
bewildering. Luke told us that as the disciples “were gazing into 
heaven as he went, behold, two men stood by them in white 
robes, and said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into 
heaven?’” (Acts 1:10–11). As Jesus ascended back to the Father, 
the disciples stood, no doubt with mouths open, gawking 
heaven ward. The angels admonished them to focus on the task 
Jesus gave them and not just stand staring. Similarly, I think, 
many of us are dumbfounded at Jesus’ departure and therefore 
miss its significance. Like the disciples, we easily stare into the 
heavens wondering why Jesus left. Jesus’ promise, “I am with 
you always, to the end of the age” drifts from our minds (Matt. 
28:20). We may hear Jesus’ promises of rest and peace, but if we 
are honest, we often live on other foundations (however slippery 
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and weak). Rather than clutching his promises, we trust in other 
things. We might nod our heads in approval when we hear we 
are currently residing in the temple of God, but the worries of 
the world choke out these truths in our hearts. We want rest, 
but we turn to escape instead and find restlessness. We want to 
know peace, but we roll around in the chaos of dustiness. We 
are unable to rest in the present because we are busy trying to 
undo the past or control the future.

To close this book, therefore, we turn our attention to real 
rest and real peace. Everything we have talked about until now 
points ahead to this truth. Every aspect of who we are and who 
God is calls us into this rest and peace, but it is often unknown 
to us. Jonathan Edwards expressed what it looks like to know 
the peace and rest of God:

It seemed to me, it [holiness] brought an inexpressible purity, 

brightness, peacefulness, and ravishment to the soul: and 

that it made the soul like a field or garden of God, with all 

manner of pleasant f lowers; that is all pleasant, delightful 

and undisturbed; enjoying a sweet calm, and the gentle vivi-

fying beams of the sun. The soul of a true Christian, as I 

then wrote my meditations, appeared like such a little white 

f lower, as we see in the spring of the year; low and humble 

on the ground, opening its bosom, to receive the pleasant 

beams of the sun’s glory; rejoicing as it were, in a calm rap-

ture; diffusing around a sweet fragrancy; standing peacefully 

and lovingly, in the midst of other f lowers round about; all 

in like manner opening their bosoms, to drink in the light 

of the sun.1
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The heart of this image is the Christian in awe of the 
beauty and glory of God, where the only reasonable response is 
to bask in the light of his love. In this image, we see the person 
who has come to know peace and rest in her Lord. She is like 
a f lower who opens to the sun, rejoicing so deeply in the sun 
that she emits a fragrance of his love. This is an image of the 
Christian who experiences the love of her Lord. To understand 
the heart of the Christian life, we have to understand this peace. 
To understand the heart of prayer, we have to know what it 
means to “drink in the light of the sun” as the foundation of our 
prayer lives. To fully grasp the nature of this love, we must come 
to grips with the notion that Christ has accomplished all.

The Experience of Love

It is hard for us to understand, particularly when we are young in 
the faith, that Jesus’ departure was good for us. Jesus reminded 
his disciples, “If you loved me, you would have rejoiced, because 
I am going to the Father, for the Father is greater than I” (John 
14:28). Jesus’ ascent to the Father broke open God’s relational life 
of love. How so? First, Christ ascended to the Father’s presence 
in our nature, bringing us before the Father in himself. Second, 
Christ sent his Spirit to draw us to the God of love. In light 
of this, we now turn to address one of the key elements in our 
prayer lives—rest. This is probably not what you think it is—rest 
is not inaction or laziness. It is not merely the default result of 
having nothing to do. Rest is the foundation for our lives in God.

When I (Kyle) was a younger man, I remember talking to 
older married couples about when they met, how they fell in 
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love, and when they knew their spouses were “the one.” What 
fascinated me was that everyone’s story ended the same. “There 
came a point where we just knew,” they would inevitably say. 
No one could provide a more detailed or helpful explanation. 
To someone who is single, that kind of answer is infuriating. 
It is infuriating, I should add, until you get married yourself 
and find that same answer on your own lips. When we turn to 
answers such as “you just know,” we are hinting at something 
incredibly deep in our hearts. It is so deep, in fact, that all we 
can do is point at it. We tell stories, use metaphors, and some-
times just point and say, “You know,” in an attempt to explain 
something we only really know experientially. Amazingly these 
things are often the most important and fundamental parts of 
who we are. When marriage grows deeper with time, love, and 
discernment, our inability to put words to our unions ceases to 
bother us. Silence is not necessarily something to overcome, but 
a sign of an abiding love that speaks for itself. Love binds hearts 
together to create peace between them. Undergirding the every-
day, mundane, and exciting exists a profound comfort with each 
other, whose presence is like an invisible stability upholding 
them both in love. Like stones on a riverbed that have con-
formed to the rushing water, two souls have conformed to fit 
neatly together in unity. Like the ceaseless f low of the river, the 
rushing waves of love through time form us so that we are more 
fitting to our environment—the unity of marriage.

As Paul exposited the depth of love in marriage, he hinted 
that the profundity of marriage points beyond itself to the union 
of love the church shares with Christ (Eph. 5:32). The same 
mysteries we find indescribable in marriage are all the more 
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so in our relationships with God. For many of us, our conver-
sion stories share this same kind of mystery and indescribability. 
Jonathan Edwards pointed to this reality when he said, “As to 
a definition of divine love, things of this nature are not prop-
erly capable of a definition. They are better felt than defined.”2 
When asked about this divine love, we can only utter things 
such as, “I just knew.” In conversion, we become part of the 
church known as the bride of Christ. Our further growth neces-
sitates our abiding in Christ—he is our love, and we his people. 
In prayer we come to foster the depth of intimacy possible only 
through time. Far beyond the insecurity we feel in our relation-
ships with other broken and fallible people, in Christ we can 
know real peace and real relational depth. Christ’s proclamation 
that “it is finished” cradles us in our development, as does Paul’s 
proclamation that “there is therefore now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). We are cradled in the 
security of the grace and peace of God, because our grace and 
peace is ultimately Christ himself. While our knowledge about 
this is secure—“Christ is the solid rock upon which I stand”—
our knowledge of this reality is had fully only in prayer. This is 
a truth we must know in prayer with our beloved. As his Spirit 
binds us to his life, the love we have in him is a formative love. 
It is the rushing water through us, in us, and for us that harmo-
nizes our hearts with his.

The God Who Prays

Turning back to our image of smooth stones in a riverbed, we 
must fix our attention on God as a praying God. God’s own 
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prayers are the water that rushes over us and through us to 
conform our hearts to his life of love. God’s own prayers pull 
us in to this relationship to the Father in Christ by the Spirit. 
Therefore, it is within God’s own praying that we pray.

In Romans 8 Paul questioned, “Who shall bring any charge 
against God’s elect?” His response was simple, “Christ Jesus 
is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who 
is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us”  
(vv. 33–34). Paul inquired who could possibly charge God’s 
people when we have Christ. But Paul didn’t stop there. We not 
only have Christ, but Christ prays for us. We have already seen 
that Christ, as our High Priest, intercedes for us. We also know 
that no one can come to the Father except through Christ (John 
14:6). In conversion we have come before the Father as Christ’s 
own, and in prayer we draw near to the Father in Christ. But 
even more deeply, Jesus has already drawn near to the Father in 
our stead, and Jesus already draws near to the Father in prayer 
for us. Christ, our great High Priest, stands in the “presence of 
God on our behalf ” (Heb. 9:24). This is one of the most pro-
found aspects of our own prayer lives, but one that can easily go 
by unnoticed. Our prayers rest in God’s prayers for us. Just as we 
live on borrowed breath, so we pray on borrowed prayer.

We get a glimpse of this in the Gospels as we observe 
Jesus praying for his disciples. Jesus told Peter, “Behold, Satan 
demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I 
have prayed for you that your faith may not fail” (Luke 22:31–
32). In John 17 we are told that Jesus prayed to the Father for 
the disciples and opened his prayers up to all his people: “I do 
not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me 
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through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 
are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that 
the world may believe that you have sent me” (vv. 20–21). Jesus 
lifted his people up to the Father in prayer, holding them within 
himself and his faithfulness, grace, and truth. Jesus prayed that 
we would be “in them,” communing with Father and Son in 
the Spirit of his love. Jesus calls us into his relationship that has 
eternally existed in the purity of perfect love.

Most of us do not often think about Jesus praying for us. 
Jesus feels far off, and we feel isolated. Our prayers, we imagine, 
must make it on their own. Therefore, we are tempted to use a 
lot of words or make our prayers “better” so that they will work. 
We think that the right grammar, style, or intensity will guaran-
tee the arrival of our prayers in heaven. This could not be further 
from the truth. Our prayers rest on the intercession of Jesus. Just 
as the old married couple no longer explains much about who 
they are and no longer feels the need to work hard to prove they 
are valuable, our prayers can come to rest on a deeper and more 
silent prayer. The old married couple’s silence does not point to 
a lack of communication, but a deep understanding. In light of 
Jesus’ praying before the Father for us, we must come to know a 
silence before God. Just as there is “a time to speak,” there is a 
“time to keep silence” before the Lord (Eccl. 3:7). This silence 
is not wasting time, nor is it the awkward silence on a date that 
signals all is not well; this silence is taking time to rest on the 
prayers of the Son. In our silent prayers before God, we are utter-
ing “Amen” to the intercession of Jesus. Our call to pray without 
ceasing is a call to abide in the unceasing prayers of Christ.

This intercession, it should be noted, does not end in the 
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Son. With the Son, so also with the Spirit. “Likewise the Spirit 
helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as 
we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings 
too deep for words. And he who searches hearts knows what is 
the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints 
according to the will of God” (Rom. 8:26–27). In the depths 
of our hearts, searching out our brokenness, pain, and struggle, 
the Spirit of God is groaning. What the Spirit experiences and 
saturates at our core is beyond words. Even God turns to groan-
ing at the profound misery within us. This groaning, it should 
be said, is not out of hopelessness, but stems from the knowledge 
of holiness. The Spirit, as God’s Spirit, knows and experiences 
the depths of God’s life. It is, in fact, his own life. Likewise, the 
Spirit knows the depths of your own brokenness and experiences 
it from the inside. From within us the Spirit prays to the Father 
on our behalf. What a profound truth this is. God could not 
be more deeply, more intimately acquainted with all our ways—
both speakable and unspeakable. He does not simply know about 
our ways from the outside, but he knows them from the inside, 
from deep places in our hearts, un-navigated even by us.

After I (Kyle) got married, I quickly learned that my wife 
wasn’t bringing me her problems because she thought I could fix 
them. She wasn’t interested in sharing her grief, her anxiety, or 
her fear so that I could rationally explain solutions and correct 
her emotions. She wanted to be heard. She wanted me to be 
with her in the midst of her frustrations. With God, we often 
do the opposite. We want things fixed. We want bad things to 
go away. Like Paul, we pray that this thorn in our f lesh would 
be taken from us, and Jesus’ reply to him is helpful for us as well: 

Beloved Dust.indd   166 7/17/14   1:06 PM



THE SILENT EMBRACE //  167

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). That weakness is known in silence and 
rest before God. That weakness is known in being with God, 
truly with him as we are. What we are learning in this weak-
ness—this silence and rest—is to depend on him in all things 
and for all things. We are learning the posture of dust and com-
ing to embrace it as a gift and blessing.

From within and without, God prays for us. The Spirit pulls 
God’s life of love within our own by investing himself in the 
deep places of our hearts. We pray in the Spirit as we pray from 
within this life of love. God’s prayers, in other words, provide 
the context for our own prayers. The words of our prayers don’t 
disturb silence, but enter a conversation about our souls that our 
triune God is already having. As we saw in the last chapter, the 
location of our prayers is the temple, within God’s own presence. 
Likewise, and maybe even more profoundly, our prayers take 
place within God’s prayers. As C. S. Lewis noted, “If the Holy 
Spirit speaks in man, then in prayer God speaks to God.”3 Even 
now we have the Spirit who is the “guarantee of our inheritance,” 
our down payment, of the future reality of God’s perfect pres-
ence (Eph. 1:14). In the Spirit we experience, however dimly, 
that our prayers are caught up by the Spirit within us and sancti-
fied by Christ as he brings them to the Father through his own 
intercession.

Just as the rocks at the bottom of the stream slowly conform 
to the contours of the rushing water, so we slowly conform to 
the rushing groans of the Spirit and the intercessions of Jesus. 
This is part of God’s plan to “tune our hearts to sing his grace,” 
as stated in the great hymn. Just as Jesus comes to pray within 
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the contours of the Psalms and the “ joy that was set before him” 
(Heb. 12:2), so, too, our prayers find their contours through 
Scripture and the praying life of God. In the silence of resting 
on God’s prayers for us, our hearts become tuned to the grace 
of God who has called us into his own life. Our hearts come to 
harmonize with the symphony of Christ as we learn to rest in 
his work on our behalf.

To understand this harmony, it is helpful to turn to the 
idea of “sympathetic resonance.” Sympathetic resonance is the 
phenomena of one object responding to and harmonizing with 
vibrations set off by another object. Take a piano for instance. 
If you slowly push down a key on a piano, slowly enough so it 
doesn’t play but simply lifts the dampener off the string, you 
are freeing the string to move. Because nothing is striking it, it 
doesn’t make a noise, but it is free to. If you then strike the key 
one octave below, you will notice that the one you held down 
plays as well. The sound you would hear is the result of sympa-
thetic resonance. The more you play the lower octave, the more 
the other note would play as well. In its freedom, it is harmoniz-
ing with the lower octave. The life of the note is received and 
embraced and creates a life through the passive string as well.4 
Similarly, we are passive as we learn to resonate in response to 
the prayers of God. God’s gift of the Spirit lifts the dampening 
effects of sin off of our hearts so that we are now free to har-
monize with his life—“where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 
freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17). We learn to harmonize with the life of 
Christ as our hearts are conformed to the Spirit’s tune within us. 
We still work—we are not inactive—but our activity is known 
from within the activity of another: Christ.
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God’s Life of Love

I (Kyle) once found myself completely exasperated spiritually. 
After disappointment piled upon disappointment, frustration 
upon frustration, I was tempted to turn to numbing. I tried to 
pray, but all I seemed to experience was more of myself. My 
emotions were too thick, it seemed, to get through to speak 
with my God. I ended up drowning in the murky water I was 
hoping to work through. Then, tired and frustrated, I stopped 
trying to do something about my situation. The only thought 
that captivated my attention was that God knows, understands, 
and guides. Even my frustrations, I thought to myself, can be 
used for the good of those who love him (Rom. 8:28). In that 
moment I ceased striving to fix, create, and redeem on my own; 
I simply sat in silence with my God. In that day I knew the pres-
ence and sustenance of the Lord.

In Christ we draw near to the Father. And by the interces-
sion of Son and Spirit, we are lifted up to the Father as we really 
are, in ways unknown even to us, and are offered to him in spirit 
and truth. It is within God’s own life of prayer that our “drawing 
near” comes into its own. Only as we come to grasp that we draw 
near because he draws near to us, do we enter into the depths 
of prayer. We did not initiate salvation, but God first loved us 
(1 John 4:19) and sent his Son to us when we were still sinners 
(Rom. 5:8). So, too, in prayer do we enter the presence of the 
God who has invited us, called us, and even entered into our 
own souls, praying from our depths. We rest in the work God 
has done, but that rest isn’t inactivity or laziness, it is a new kind 
of calling standing on the foundation of God’s own life of love. 
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Many people fail to embrace the truth that it was in their sins 
that Christ died for them, and that in him there is now no con-
demnation (Rom. 8:1). By failing to internalize Christ’s work, 
prayer is turned into a place to be good, or, more likely, a place to 
pretend you are good. Prayer, in this sense, is restless and vain.

Entering God’s Rest

Rest is never fully known now because we do not reside in the full 
presence of God. We only know communion with God through 
a glass darkly. Paul told us that “we know that the whole cre-
ation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until 
now. And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have 
the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly 
for adoption as sons and daughters, the redemption of our bod-
ies” (Rom. 8:22–23).5 We groan as we feel the weight of death 
in our bodies—the dust calling us back to itself as our bodies 
cease to function well. The more life we experience, and the 
more of ourselves we experience, the more groaning becomes 
the deep cry of our hearts. We rest in God as we walk through 
this groaning. We should not avoid this groaning or treat it with 
contempt as unspiritual or immature. Rather, it is our calling. 
To grow in our prayer lives we must grow in our ability to pray 
in the posture of groaning, sometimes without words at all, 
holding our hands open before the Father of love as one who is 
upheld in the prayers of Son and Spirit. Sometimes, with David, 
we must recognize that even our capacity to lie down and sleep 
is the Lord’s sustenance (Ps. 3:5). We can lie down and sleep in 
Jesus’ name, knowing rest in his sustaining grace.
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Throughout the history of redemption the Lord has been 
calling his people to rest in him. From the promised land to 
Jesus’ call to Jerusalem, “How often would I have gathered your 
children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings” 
(Luke 13:34), the Lord is calling his people to himself. Faith in 
Christ is being gathered together under Christ’s wings, resting in 
him to know his grace, provision, and sustaining power. The key 
moment of this, for us, is conversion: “There remains a Sabbath 
rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has 
also rested from his works as God did from his” (Heb. 4:9–10). 
We are told to “strive to enter that rest” (Heb. 4:11). God’s rest 
is Christ himself; that is where our hope resides. Christ himself 
is our “wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and 
redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30). Christ is our rest. Just as we lay down 
our works to grasp fully onto the rest of God, so, too, in prayer 
do we lay down all we have to rest in Christ and his prayers on 
our behalf. This is most fully understood only when we can come 
before the Lord in utter silence, not seeking to justify ourselves, 
prove ourselves, make excuses for ourselves, or even announce 
our presence. In the presence of the Lord, we rest in the interces-
sion of the Son and Spirit. In the presence of the Lord, we draw 
near based on what the Lord has already done for us. There, 
before the face of God, we find rest and peace in the work of 
another. Just like the old couple whose silence sings loud exalta-
tions of a life lived in communion, so, too, our silence shouts 
praise. In this silence we come to know what the Lord means 
when he commands, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Ps. 
46:10). In his presence and in our silence, we can be dust before 
our Creator, seeking to be nothing more or less than his beloved.
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Just as we boldly approached the throne of grace in confi-
dence, not in ourselves but in Christ, so, too, we boldly approach 
God as one who has already been approached by God. We do 
not enter in unannounced, but are introduced into the prayer 
life of God by Christ and his indwelling Spirit. Our God is the 
God who abides in us (1 John 4:15), and that abiding grounds 
our abiding in Christ (John 15:4). Christ is “able to save to the 
uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he 
always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). In this 
we proclaim, “All is from you, through you and to you, to you 
be glory forever and ever” (Rom. 11:36, paraphrased). By casting 
ourselves on the prayers of God, our cries to be his come to frui-
tion. Here, in resting on the work of God and not ourselves, we 
come to grasp our call to relate in the freedom he provides rather 
than in the bonds of our flesh. When we are caught up in God’s 
movement of praying for us, in us, and through us, we are free.

We are free to love others and not use them, because we are 
no longer the center of our universe, but find ourselves in orbit 
around Christ.

We are free to rest in God’s grace.
We are free to know and be known because God has made 

himself known to us in Christ.
In this freedom we can finally allow ourselves to be known 

in prayer, and to know the God of love as he cascades his prayers 
over us. Before the face of the Lord we know freedom, freedom 
to live in him, and freedom to set our minds on him that we 
may be formed in his image: “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and 
where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, 
with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being 
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transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 
3:17–18). The Spirit who prays in us and through us unveils the 
Lord of glory to our hearts, catching our complete attention by 
the beauty of his grace.

Likewise, in this prayer of silence we come to pray, not for 
ourselves, but simply come to be with our God. In the words of 
the Psalmist, “For a day in your courts is better than a thou-
sand elsewhere” (Ps. 84:10). In this kind of prayer you bring 
your whole self to lay before God, as if you were bringing an 
animal to sacrifice for your sins. You are saying, “I am yours, 
take me.” But in doing so, there is a certain and important self- 
forgetfulness.6 You come to the Lord because he is your love, 
not because he might answer your prayers or because you need 
guidance (as important as those are), but because he is God. In 
his grace your heart stretches out fully to him so you can forget 
yourself. Just as majestic beauty can so captivate your imagi-
nation that the worries of your life and your current situation 
seem to fade away, so, too, in the prayer of silence does all else 
seem insignificant. What you are doing in this prayer is ceasing 
to worry about your life, trusting that God knows every hair 
on your head (Matt. 10:30). What you are doing is grasping a 
healthy self-forgetfulness, trusting that God remembers you, so 
you don’t have to. What you are doing is fully embracing that 
you are dust, while at the same time resting in the truth that you 
are God’s beloved.

The prayer of silence is coming before God and trusting. 
It is trusting that Christ’s promises are real and his precepts 
true. The whole structure beneath the silence is filled with 
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words—with promises, admonitions, discipline, and truth; 
with love, hope, and knowledge of each other. It is the prayer 
of a sheep who knows the shepherd’s voice, and therefore rests 
silently in the calming reassurance of his call. The breadth 
of everything God has given you is wielded fully in silence. 
Beneath this trust rests the knowledge that he will never leave 
us or forsake us (Heb. 13:5–6) and that he is with us always, 
even to the end of the age (Matt. 28:20). Beneath this trust is 
the truth that, “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty 
one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he 
will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud 
singing” (Zeph. 3:17). The Lord quiets us by his love, and our 
silence is the response to knowing love that is beyond under-
standing (Eph. 3:19). As such, the prayer of silence is what 
all prayers work toward and what all prayers build on. It fuels 
prayer because it is the fruit of God’s self-given communion, 
love, and grace. We come to know this silence first in conver-
sion, as we kneel at the cross, but it is a silence that grows with 
us as we rest on the faithfulness of God.

This prayer of rest and silence fuels unceasing prayer (1 
Thess. 5:17). Paul’s call to pray without ceasing is a continual 
living of life in the presence of God. It is holding yourself and 
everyone you meet in that presence, responding and resonating 
to the prayers of Son and Spirit in us and through us. It is the 
prayer of the heart that is in harmony with the ways of God. In 
a broadly similar way, this prayer is like the subconscious aware-
ness we have of certain things around us, like our cell phones. 
We stand in constant awareness of our cell phones, and most of 
us would know immediately if it was not in our pockets. That 
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awareness is similar to unceasing prayer. It is not something at 
the front of your mind, but in the recesses of your consciousness, 
you are standing before God and offering him everything you 
are conscious of. What might be a better example is becoming a 
parent for the first time. Even when you are asleep, which is rare 
enough, you have another level of consciousness that is listen-
ing and attending to your new child. As a relatively new father 
myself, I (Kyle) find that I continually hold my little children in 
my thoughts even when I am not directly thinking about them. 
I often do the same with them in prayer, holding them before 
the Father in hope. Therefore, praying without ceasing is not a 
technique. It is not something you can learn to do in five easy 
steps. Rather, praying without ceasing is the fruit of a spirit at 
rest, a spirit in love, and therefore is carried along by the receiv-
ing and abiding prayers of Son and Spirit for you and in you.

The prayer of silence, what we might call the prayer of rest, 
occurs in the freedom of the Spirit. It is not self-generated, cre-
ated in our own efforts through our techniques, but is known 
as we set our minds on Christ seated at the right hand of God. 
We have already seen that Christ ushers us into the holy place 
in the presence of the Father, not naked, but clothed in his 
righteousness. Furthermore, we come into the Father’s pres-
ence mid-conversation, carried along by the prayers of the Son 
and Spirit. It is here where we come to rest. This rest becomes 
the backdrop to all our activity, all our prayers, such that they 
f low forth from us not out of chaos, but out of our peace in the 
Lord. This prayer grounds our identity, such that our prayers 
and praise become one. The prayer of silence, in this sense, is 
not the goal, but it fuels the goal of communion with God. The 
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strange concepts of “praying without ceasing” and praying “in 
the Spirit” are ultimately united in the rest we know as we stand 
before the Father in Christ. This is the reality of our faith—that 
we know ourselves as those held in God’s presence in Christ. 
We pray without ceasing in the Spirit when we live from that 
place, and hold ourselves open before the God who prays from 
within. In our silence and openness to the Spirit we are the 
piano string waiting to harmonize with God through the reso-
nance of the Spirit within.

Walking Forward in Silence

Jesus told a parable of two pray-ers:

Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and 

the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, 

prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, 

extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 

I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.” But the tax 

collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to 

heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God, be merciful to me, 

a sinner!” I tell you, this man went down to his house justi-

fied, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself 

will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be 

exalted. (Luke 18:10–14)

The prayer of silence is a spiritual manifestation of what the 
tax collector was doing when he prayed. The tax collector knew 
the truth of himself when he prayed to God. He easily could 
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have multiplied his words as the Pharisee, but chose not to. His 
terseness cuts to his heart without apology or camouflage. In 
a similar way, the prayer of silence is not an attempt to avoid 
communication. Every murmur under the surface of your heart, 
all the emotion that runs deeper than words, is only fully held 
before the Father in silence. The prayer of silence taps in to the 
posture of all prayer, falling on your knees with open hands and 
heart before the God of glory. This prayer is reverently opening 
yourself to the truth of who you are, truths you know you don’t 
fully grasp, as God himself searches you and knows you (Ps. 
139:23–24). This prayer is a continual “Amen” to Jesus’ and the 
Spirit’s prayers within us—an “Amen” to Christ’s words, “It is 
finished.”

Praying in silence is often done in one of two main forms: 
praying in silence out of desperation, and practicing the prayer 
of silence. You may have prayed the prayer of silence in your 
own desperation without realizing it or naming it as such. 
Many people are led into this prayer through tragedy, anxiety, 
fear, or simply being overwhelmed by their sins and wondering 
why God hasn’t “fixed things.” This is not a praying that you 
practice for, nor is it something you generate on your own; this 
is simply doing the only thing you can because words cannot 
express the truth of your heart. The Spirit groans in our hearts 
because words cannot express our brokenness (Rom. 8:26), and 
therefore we come in silence because words cannot express the 
truth of our pain. The second form of praying in silence is prac-
ticing silence. This is something we practice, because silence is 
an important posture of our hearts before God. Briefly, let me 
narrate these two realities.
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THE SILENCE OF DESPERATION

I (Kyle) have a friend who walked through what every 
parent fears: the diagnosis that their little daughter had can-
cer. After many months of hospital visits and with good news 
finally on the horizon, we talked on the phone. Something he 
said struck me as important. He explained that in this season 
of their lives, they had less time than ever to spend focused 
time with God. They were spending less time in Scripture than 
they normally did, and less time set aside for prayer than there 
normally was. And yet, in this time, he explained, they felt the 
presence and grace of God more fully than ever before. This 
often occurs when people suffer. In ways we will never fully 
understand, our suffering triggers prayer beneath the surface 
of our hearts and consciousness. This is the prayer of silence. 
At times, without us even knowing it, we are resting on God 
in silence. This silence may come in the midst of chaos. This 
silence carries us along, and only when we stop and let the 
silence overtake us do we even realize it is there. At the core 
of our beings God ministers to us. In the depths of our hearts 
his presence saturates our misery. Beneath our own groaning, 
God is groaning with us. We don’t groan alone, aching to be 
heard, but rather groan with God who knows the source of our 
hearts’ rumble more deeply than we do ourselves. Faced with 
the hopelessness our pain often brings us, we hold our groans 
before the Lord in silence knowing that he is our only hope. In 
that hope we rest in the fact that every tear will be wiped away, 
all our hunger satisfied, and we will be shepherded by the Lamb 
who bore our sins.

Beloved Dust.indd   178 7/17/14   1:06 PM



THE SILENT EMBRACE //  179

While suffering can usher us into the prayer of silence, we 
should not simply wait for suffering to do so. The reason suffering 
wakes us to this kind of prayer is that we are deafened by our des-
perate need for excitement. We have come to think that growth 
in the Christian life is always linked to a felt experience of God 
or an experience of excitement. This is a form of the “prosperity 
gospel,” where God will bless us financially if we have faith, but 
now God is blessing us with excitement. Silence to our culture, on 
the other hand, is akin to death. To a culture that is always con-
necting with words and images from our phones, computers, and 
billboards, silence overwhelms us. This is why it takes something 
like pain, misery, or a tragedy to allow for this silence. We need a 
break from the fantasy world of noise we believe is reality. In the 
noise of our lives, with the belief that excitement is the cure-all 
aid for our souls, it is only silence that can help us rest on the real 
foundation—the prayers of the Son and the Spirit in us, through 
us and for us. Those prayers are the rushing water that nourishes 
and forms us, slowly but distinctly, into the image of the Son who 
lived life and suffered in the presence of his Father.

PRACTICING THE PRAYER OF SILENCE

Whereas many of us have been forced into the prayer of 
silence because of our life circumstances, most of us have never 
practiced silence. It feels lazy. It feels counterproductive. It 
feels like I’m just wasting my time. But this is the whole point. 
Silence reveals a heart that desperately wants to self-identify 
with productivity and accomplishment. Silence reveals a heart 
that wants to use God to feel a certain way. Silence reveals a 
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heart that is more interested assuaging its guilt than being with 
God. In silence, these realities come to the surface quickly; it 
has a way of calling forth our idolatrous images of God and 
exposing them. In these times, we will always be tempted to 
turn to words. As we are experiencing the truth of ourselves, 
truths that embarrass us and fill us with shame, we often turn 
to words as a way to self-justify. Maybe we pray for other peo-
ple, not because we care for them, but because doing so makes 
us feel better. Maybe we find a new program of praying, so 
that praying the right way allows us to feel more accomplished 
at prayer. Maybe we turn to confession, using as many words 
as possible to show God we are repentant, and therefore use 
those words as a way to feel better about ourselves. Notice the 
theme. We often turn to words in prayer to feel a certain kind 
of way and to manipulate our standing before God. We often 
use words in the way Adam and Eve used fig leaves—to hide.

Perhaps the most difficult thing to accept as a Christian 
is that our devotion is the place where our rejection of God is 
revealed. It is in our devotion that we strategically hide from 
God by being good, dutiful, or savvy. Like the older son in the 
parable of the two sons, we work hard to do the right things, 
but never really embrace our identities as children of the Father. 
Instead, we take on the name of a child, all the while allow-
ing our hearts to slowly die as servants. We turn to practice 
silence because there we cannot justify ourselves, but rest on 
the justification of another. In silence we do not rest in our 
ability to talk our way out of our sins, as Adam tried to do 
with God (Gen. 3:12), but trust that God’s penetrating Word 
cuts to the core of our hearts leaving us naked and exposed, 
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only to be clothed in his grace (Heb. 4:12–13). As our hearts 
beg us to speak, they are begging us to hide. In that space, our 
silence proclaims the posture of Jesus: “Not my will, but yours, 
be done” (Luke 22:42).

Silence recognizes the limits to our words, and forces us to 
rest in the words of another. As we experience much of ourselves 
in silence, our anxious desire to pray something that sounds 
profound, our desire to come up with something that will hide 
and cover us from the exposing presence of God, or the more 
simple (but equally devious) desire to have an experience rather 
than to have God himself, we are given an opportunity to really 
be with God as we truly are. This silence is handing over our 
whole selves to the Father, even as the Spirit calls out from our 
depths and the Son claims us as his. When we do speak, as we 
hold our hearts up to God, we often need to speak into our own 
hearts: “Why are you cast down, O my soul?” (Ps. 42:5). It is 
here, as we turn our soul to God, refusing to hide behind our 
words, eloquence, or devotion, that we should know the truth 
proclaimed by the Psalmist: “Deep calls to deep at the roar of 
your waterfalls; all your breakers and your waves have gone over 
me” (Ps. 42:7). In this silent place of communion with God who 
has done all things to redeem us, we trust that the Lord carries 
us along in his prayers for us, in us, and through us.

Resting on God

As we pray in the presence of God, and as our prayers are car-
ried along by God’s prayers, we stand in silent adoration before 
our God. Here our rest is grounded in hope. In this sense, our 
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prayers mimic the scene John narrated about those who come 
out of the Great Tribulation:

They have washed their robes and made them white in the 

blood of the Lamb. Therefore they are before the throne of 

God, and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who 

sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. They 

shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall 

not strike them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb in 

the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will 

guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe 

away every tear from their eyes. When the Lamb opened the 

seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an 

hour. (Rev. 7:14–8:1)

Our prayers and lives are formed in this silence. In the pres-
ence of God we stand confidently before the throne of grace, 
silently uttering, “Here I am, I am yours.” In these moments 
desperation is laid aside, our struggles dissipate, and our frustra-
tions cease. Here, in these moments, we not only set our minds 
on things above, but set our very lives on these things. Here we 
look to Jesus, “the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for 
the joy that was set before him endured the cross” (Heb. 12:2). 
Here, in his presence, we have a bird’s-eye view of our lives. 
Everything we bring before God here, to lay at his feet, is made 
known. Our desires reveal f leshliness, our frustrations reveal 
greed, and our hopes often prove misguided. In the silence God 
invites us to hear things we were not previously listening for. 
Nonetheless, we draw near, seeking nothing other than Christ 
and the life he provides.
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Conclusion

We must pray not simply shouting out to a God who might hear 
the echoes of our calls, or who might turn a near-deaf ear to 
us if we are loud enough. We must come and present ourselves 
before God, learning in our silence to resonate with the prayers 
of Son and Spirit. Our request is simple: “Teach me to pray; 
may you yourself pray in me and through me.”7 In this, we pray 
without ceasing, living every moment in the presence of God. 
In this our hearts come to harmonize with his. We come in 
silence with hope and trust, knowing he will carry us along by 
his Spirit. Like those who laid down palm branches, shouting, 
“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in 
the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” anticipating 
the arrival of their king, we anticipate when peace reigns and the 
cries of our hearts are quieted by his love (Matt. 21:9). In our 
silence we abide in God, and in this silence we come to rest in 
the way of the cross—the way of weakness—in the world (2 
Cor. 12:9). In this weakness the current of silence in our hearts 
spurs us on in prayers of all kinds and orients our hearts to rest 
in Christ who has accomplished all. This silence is the fuel for 
interceding for others, casting our cares on the Lord, and all 
kinds of word-filled praying. Silence nourishes these prayers, 
so that they are prayers of faithfulness and not prayers of deceit.
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