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Have you ever had an experience of 
God? When you look at your life, was 
there ever a time when you experienced 

a divine touch of some kind, perhaps a special light 
from God, a sense of His presence, an encounter 
with His mercy? Most people 
can identify moments in their 
lives where God has manifested 
Himself to them in some strik-
ing way. In a certain sense, we 
are meant to experience God 
even on a daily basis, not neces-
sarily in some encounter on the 
level of the senses or emotions, 
but by the light of faith and by 
an attentiveness to His working 
in our souls. God has His ways 
of communicating with us in 
our times of prayer or in our 
spiritual reading. He also communicates to us 
through our encounters with other people and in 
daily events around us.  

Yet there is one way in which we are all likely to 
encounter God in our lives that is more mysterious 
and easily missed. It is a kind of encounter that can 

actually be the source of confusion and anxiety, 
even a source of anger and rebellion, but is really 
meant to be a means by which we enter into a 
deeper and more intimate union with Him. I am 
thinking of how in our lives we frequently 

experience God in His silence.
In Scripture, we find various 

occasions when God brings 
about a miraculous conception 
of a child and in doing so 
manifests His power and His 
mercy in a couples’ lives. In the 
Old Testament there is the case 
of Abraham and Sarah. In the 
New Testament we find a 
similar miraculous conception 
in the lives of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth. In both cases, God worked a miracle to 
bring about the birth of a son from couples who 
were past their childbearing years. But when we 
enter into the stories of Abraham and of Zechariah, 
we see that before God intervened in this way in 
their lives, they experienced the silence of God. 
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“Yet there is one way in 
which we are all likely to 

encounter God in our lives 
that is more mysterious and 
easily missed. It is a kind of 

encounter that can actually be 
the source of confusion and 

anxiety, even a source of anger 
and rebellion… In His silence.”



When God first called Abraham, Abraham was 75 
years old. At the very beginning of His revelation to 
Abraham, God promised him that he would give 
him numerous descendants. No doubt after 
Abraham received this promise from God, he 
eagerly anticipated its fulfillment with his wife 
Sarah. One can imagine that every month they were 
in eager expectation of its fulfillment. But then the 
months went by and eventually the months turned 
into years. Before they knew it, 10 years had gone by 
and there was no sign of a child. They were both 
growing old. In this, Abraham experiences the 
silence of God. It appears that he 
and his wife talked over the 
situation. Perhaps they were not 
doing something right. Maybe they 
misunderstood the promise of 
God. Maybe God expected them to 
do something more so that 
Abraham could have offspring. 
And so they decide to take matters 
into their own hands and Sarah 
gives her slave woman Hagar to Abraham so that he 
can have offspring of his own through her. Abraham 
is given a son through Hagar, but God comes back 
to him 13 years later to let him know that he intends 
to fulfill His promise. From the time of the original 
promise to its ultimate fulfillment 24 years pass: 24 
years of silence. 

Likewise, in the case of Zechariah and Elizabeth. 
They are righteous before God. They spend their 
childbearing years praying and longing for a child. 
They know children are a blessing from God and 
that God loves life. Why wouldn’t He listen to their 
prayer? Perhaps they were inclined to question 
themselves: have we done something wrong? Is this 
a punishment from God? Zechariah and Elizabeth 
also experienced the silence of God—a silence 
which, no doubt, tested their souls.

We see this same kind of experience of the silence 
of God in the lives of many of God’s chosen ones. 

We see it in the lives of St. Joseph and the Blessed 
Virgin Mary; we see it in the lives of the prophets of 
the Old Testament and we see it in the lives of many 
canonized saints. There is the very striking case of St. 
Theresa of Calcutta. During the first years of her 
religious life, St. Theresa experienced a deep 
intimacy with the Lord and a sense of God’s 
closeness and presence. Not long after founding the 
Missionaries of Charity, God took this sense of His 
presence away and she lived in an almost constant 
state of dryness and spiritual desolation for the rest 
of her life. It was an extremely painful experience for 

her; it didn’t make sense to her and 
she wrestled with God over it for 
many years. She, too, experienced 
the mysterious silence of God. 

We also experience this silence of 
God in our lives. It may be that we 
have been praying for decades for 
the conversion of a son or daughter. 
We know that God desires the 
salvation of all men and that He is 

all powerful… why doesn’t He send His light and the 
grace of conversion? We may find ourselves 
struggling for years with certain sinful tendencies. 
We are constantly begging God for help to overcome 
them. We know that He desires our sanctification 
and growth in holiness. Why does He remain silent? 
We long to repair some broken relationship, perhaps 
we are estranged from our spouse or our children. 
We cry out to God, but He seems to remain silent.

As we enter into the stories of Abraham and 
Zechariah and the silence of God they experienced, 
what we see is that the silence of God has a purpose.
God can do nothing without wisdom and order. 
God cannot do anything that is not an expression of 
His unrelenting good will for us. If we are 
experiencing the silence of God, we can trust that he 
has good reasons for remaining silent. The silence of 
God is always an invitation to a deeper spirit of trust 
and surrender. Perhaps that spirit of trust and 

“With respect to 
God and our hearts, 

we find a strange math 
equation: God plus 

something else is less 
than God alone.”



surrender to God is what we need most of all; 
perhaps that spirit of trust and surrender is the 
greatest thing God could give us. But in order to 
come to this spirit of trust, God has to create the 
right conditions for it to grow. He has to challenge 
us and bring us out of our comfort zone. In doing 
so, He is calling us to enter into the only real 
relationship we can have with Him, where we let 
Him be God and we remain as children. When we 
consider the fall of Adam and Eve, one way we 
could characterize their sin would be to say that it 
consisted in the fact that they wanted to be in 
control. They wanted to determine their path to 
happiness according to their own lights and in their 
own way. To live a life of complete surrender to 
God and His ways is to reverse the sin of Adam 
and Eve. 

The silence of God also serves to purify our souls 
from their undue attachment to creatures. In our 
fallen and imperfect state, we find ourselves 
clinging to some created realities as a part of our 
notion of happiness. There is a certain fundamental 
truth that we have a hard time learning: the truth 
that God is enough. We don’t need anything besides 

God to be completely happy. With respect to God 
and our hearts, we find a strange math equation: 
God plus something else is less than God alone. No 
creature should compete with God in our hearts. 
Any creature that does compete with God in our 
hearts lessens our grasp of God.

Finally, the experience of the silence of God is 
also an invitation to accept and enter into the 
mystery of God. When you stop and think about it, 
the notion that we should be able to understand 
God and His ways of dealing with us is really quite 
foolish. Hilaire Belloc once said that he thought 
one of the main marks of stupidity is the impatient 
rejection of mystery. Any thinking person who 
opens his eyes a bit should be able to discern that 
human life and the things of this world are 
surrounded by, completely immersed in, mysteries 
we cannot possibly comprehend. God 
accomplished something great in the souls of 
Abraham and Zechariah through His silence and 
hiddenness. He put them in this school of trust and 
surrender. May we also allow God to purify and 
enrich our souls through the experience of His 
silence. X




