“Maybe life isn’t about avoiding the bruises, maybe it's about collecting the scars to prove that
we showed up for it.” —Hannah Brencher

| was forced to get acquainted with silence when | was stuck in bed, fighting a COVID infection
and the aftermath of chronic fatigue and pain. | couldn’t watch TV or listen to a book. | felt like |
was imprisoned in a dark room with no companion but my anxiety. | couldn’t work or write; the
only thing | could do was exist with myself in the quiet. Forced to contend with the silence, and
much to my surprise, | discovered there was comfort and safety there. Silence will be your
greatest teacher if you let it. And even if it's awkward at first, let yourself be surprised by the
beautiful gifts silence has for you.

THIS IS SUCKER PUNCHED

Becky
| am delighted to be here today with Courtney Ellis, and we're going to talk about silence, which,

Courtney
So it's just going to be 40 minutes of nothing.

Becky
yeah, just absolutely.

Courtney
ah

Becky
Actually, Thee Quaker podcast, i like two months ago, did an episode of Silent Worship, and it

was literally just an hour of silence.

Courtney
ah

Becky
And | was like, | love this, | can't do it.

Courtney
Bold.

Becky
Not right now. Not in a podcast form. Yeah.

Courtney



Totally. Silence is just my life when I'm not listening to a podcast. So yeah.

Becky
Yeah, yeah. So what is your experience with silence?

Courtney
you know It's interesting because I'm an introvert. And so i think the word on the street about
introverts is they love silence. They love solitude. But | do find that when I'm alone, i do fill my
silences.

Courtney
| fill them with podcasts. | fill them with television show playing in the background. I fill it with a
phone call with a friend or Marco Polo or you know video chat.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
And so i think silence um is a deep, deep good that | have to be very intentional about choosing
orit's very, very easy to go a full day, even a full week without any real silence.

Courtney
Like what's on NPR in the car? Well, why can't | sit at a stoplight for three minutes?

Becky
Yeah. Yeah.

Courtney
um so Silence can be tricky.

Becky
Yeah.

Becky
Yeah, it really is. And | worked really hard for a lot of my life to avoid silence at all costs because

it was so uncomfortable.

Courtney
Yeah, it is. And and | think...

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney



When you begin to enter into silence, you begin to discover it's many layers, it's many gifts. |
became a birder about six years ago. you know Now my poor husband is like, you were not like
this when | married you.

Becky
Yep.

Courtney

Till death do us part, honey. um But one of the great gifts of birding is you go out in silence and
you experience much of it in silence, but then you begin to hear things in the silence that
normally you wouldn't pay attention to. And sometimes that's the noise of the birds. you know
We have this mockingbird in our backyard right now that we are just praying finds a girlfriend
because he will not be quiet. And he starts at three zero in the morning. and We're like, yes,
your song is very nice.

Becky
ye

Courtney
um But also | begin to hear things within my heart, within my soul. | begin to hear, gosh, | really
am tired. | begin to hear this this week has been too much.

Courtney
| begin to hear the voice of the Lord.

Becky
hmm. hmm.

Courtney

i i love you. I'm with you. And we drown all that out at our own peril. And one of the things
becoming a birder taught me was there was so much beautiful sound going on around me that |
just tuned out for 35 years of my life.

Courtney
And that's what happens when we fill our lives with noise is we tune out the inner voice of God.
We tune out our own inner discussions that need to be aired, that need to be heard.

Courtney
So silence is such a gift. It can be a hard gift to receive and unwrap, but it's a very, very good
gift when we can choose to to take it in.

Becky
Mm-hmm.



Becky
Yeah, | love how you bring up that silence isn't actually usually silent. um

Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
That one of my kind of entries into silence as a spiritual practice was watching this documentary
on a group of monks in the mountains of Europe.

Becky
| always guess the country, and I'm sure it's wrong every time. So I'm just going to say in the
mountains in Europe.

Courtney
ah

Becky

and there's no dialogue in the whole documentary because it's a silent monastery. Yeah. And so
that felt really daunting at first. But then as | was watching, | was like, oh, actually, it's it's not
silent.

Courtney
Hmm.

Becky

It's the sound of footsteps. It's the clanging of pots and pans. It's, you know, just the sounds of
the monastery. And | think that helped me understand that silence isn't about like creating a void
or a vacuum or your brain being completely empty, right? Like | had built up so much pressure
and expectation of what silence was supposed to be. um that that realizing that oh no there's
sound it's just the intention of of paying attention to what's around you so what | | love talking
about silence in the um context of birding because | think it illustrates all of this so perfectly um
what

Becky
What drew you to birding? And did you realize what a component silence would be at first?
Yeah.

Courtney

| was drawn into birding the same way many, many, many people were, which was through
grief. It's fascinating how many people come to the practice of birding because they're grieving.
For many, that was the pandemic.

Courtney



That's how | got started. sales of bird seed, bird feeders, binoculars were off the charts during
the pandemic. Like the Audubon Society was like, this is amazing silver lining to the fact that the
world is shut down.

Becky
yeah yeah

Courtney

um But for many others, it's because the cancer came back or the divorce was finalized or, you
know, fill in the blank, whatever the grief is that you carry. um And so that was about six years
ago.

Courtney

And now I'm you know, beyond obsessed. I've written a book about birds. I've, you know, | have
a podcast about birds. this is This is what | do now in my, in my spare time. Um, in large part,
because during the beginning of the pandemic, when the news was all bad, you know, you just,
you turn on the news and it was like, good morning, coronavirus.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
You're like, okay, well, thanks.

Becky
Yeah. ah

Courtney
Um, and, | needed that silence. And so we were, we had three young kids in the house. | was
homeschooling my seven-year-old, which is something I'm personally so not built to do.

Courtney
You know, it was like, surprise, life has handed you a package that you didn't expect. And trying
to homeschool my four-year-old.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
who was not having it, who not into homeschool, preschool at all.

Becky
no



Courtney
And we had a toddler just roaming the house and causing chaos.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
And so my husband and | realized we each need an hour a day to ourselves or we're not going
to make it.

Becky
Yep.

Becky
Mm-hmm. Hmm.

Courtney

um And he would usually go exercise in the garage. Weights were kind of his way through and |
would go walk. And it was out on the trails near my home, one of the few safe things we could
do, um where | began to encounter real silence for the first time.

Courtney

| began to encounter the birds for the first time and discover all of the things that had been
around me this whole time that | hadn't paid attention to. I live in Orange County, California,
which is um one of the highest counties for bird biodiversity in the whole country.

Courtney
And so there are hundreds of different species of birds here year round.

Becky
Wow Wow

Courtney

And | noticed none of them. And all of a sudden | was out and | was like, what is that? What is
that? Oh my goodness, we have a road runner. Oh my goodness, we have a red-tailed hawk.
What kind of hawk is this?

Courtney
And so it was in those silences that | began to feel really seen by God in the midst of you know
a global tragedy. the birds were still singing and God was still watching over all of us.

Courtney
And those walks really saved me. Those those silences, those bird walks began to ground me in
a season where it felt like we were all in danger of floating away with the madness of it all.



Becky
Yeah. who

Becky
Yeah. Just taking a couple deep breaths. because ah That is familiar to me.

Courtney

And so so many people said, oh, introverts are stuck at home. That's so great for them. And |
was like, no, no, everyone else is stuck at home too. And I'm losing my mind. You know, like
everyone is home.

Becky
Yeah. The problem is | need to be home alone.

Courtney

Yes. And | wasn't for like a year, you know, it was crazy. And so it was those walks where | could
hear from the Lord, where | could hear from the birds, where | could hear from myself. And often
those prayers | prayed and the responses | felt from God were wordless.

Courtney

you know | wasn't getting like, this is what you should do and this is where you should go. i was
just getting this sense of being seen and held and not alone in the madness of my life. you know
I'm pastoring digitally, which is, by the way, totally impossible.

Courtney
And I'm parenting these three kids and we're trying to hold it all together.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
And it was inhale, exhale. And here's a scrub Jay who's being as sassy as he ever was because
that's what he knows how to do.

Becky
him
Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
that's funny that reminds me um in so I'm in Connecticut in New England and the house | lived
in in high school was in the woods and we had this one bird | don't know if we ever figured out



what it was um i have a brain that like can't remember like like you could tell me 15 times what
the name of the bird is and | wouldn't remember like | don't remember like data or people be like
you remember like that one game that one time like nope it's gone it happened it moved on but
the one thing

Courtney
It's okay. there's There's an app for that. We can help you with the birds.

Becky
Yeah, the one thing that | remember, so we're in Husky territory, right? UConn is our state
school, and they're prolific in basketball, among other things.

Becky
And this one bird always sounded like, UConn Huskies. And so every time we heard it, we
would cheer, and it was so funny.

Courtney
but but

Courtney
Hoo!

Becky

Yeah. Yeah, but like you, so you created space for yourself, but that space for yourself, having
walks and noticing birds um turned into something much deeper then than just like surviving
another day.

Courtney
It really did. i've I've never been a person who's good at sitting still and having quiet prayer, quiet
devotional time.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
i'm very I'm very driven.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
I like to be on the move. And so | spent years just frustrated. I'm trying to connect with God and
the psalmist tells me to be still and I'm so bad at all of this. But the beautiful thing about birding,



whether I'm walking and birding or just even sitting in my backyard, is it gives you this
opportunity to practice this awareness and and active waiting.

Courtney

So you're waiting, but you're watching and you're listening and you're You're paying attention to
what's going on inside of you and outside of you. And it gives you this wonderful focus. You
know, people call birding Pokemon Go for grownups.

Courtney
and that's That's kind of true, right?

Becky
Yeah. but ah

Courtney
Got to catch them all. um But the more i just sit in my own backyard and wait to see what the
Lord will bring to me, the more i I'm blessed. And, you know, it's...

Courtney
I'm going to paraphrase, but Simone Weil talks about how paying attention is the highest form of
prayer. Absolute unmixed attention is prayer.

Becky
Mm-hmm. Yeah.

Courtney
And so to pay attention to whatever common bird is in my yard, it's just a house finch. It's just a
house sparrow. You know, it's something | see every day.

Becky
Mm-hmm.

Courtney

And give it that attention is so centering and grounding and healing and nurturing. And the birds
don't always behave well. You know, I've seen a mockingbird get pulverized by a Cooper's
hawk.

Courtney
You know, the kids are crying, their feathers everywhere.

Becky
Mm-hmm. Oh, no.

Courtney



Like it's not just idyllic and beautiful.

Becky
Oh, no.

Courtney
It's also really raw.

Becky
yeah

Courtney

um And it kind of gives form to my spiritual life. It allows me to practice acceptance. | went out
looking for a certain bird. | didn't see it, but | saw all these other lovely birds. Can accept that
from the hand of God? Not the thing that | sought, but the thing that | was given. um it it helps
me be a better pastor as | pay attention to those little details in birds.

Courtney
Birding is all about solving small puzzles, especially when you're looking at female birds. which
tend to be drabber in color. They tend to be not as flashy.

Becky
i

Courtney

They tend to be harder to identify. But as I'm paying attention, okay, was that a white wing bar?
Was it a double white wing bar? What does that mean? What kind of bird was that? I'm also
able to carry those practices into my congregation.

Courtney
So often, you know, a new widow won't come right up to me and say, I'm really hurting.

Becky
Mm-hmm.

Courtney

I'm feeling really unmoored, really alone. But if I've been watching birds all day and noticing
those tiny details, | notice the set of her shoulders and it looks like things are heavy for her
today. And | can approach her because in the silence between us, I've been trained, I've been
primed to notice. Um,

Courtney
So yeah, birding birding is my favorite spiritual practice and people laugh, but it's it's true.



Becky

No, it makes total sense to me. And i think | think the most important thing, if people could take
anything away from our conversation, is that the point of the spiritual practice is not to sit down
and force yourself to be quiet.

Becky
Or it's not to hear a literal voice of God. or right ah We have all of these expectations for what
our spiritual life should look like. But really, it's noticing. It's being present. It's being curious.

Becky
And it's letting letting those experiences change you and refocus you to be able to notice and be
curious and be present in other aspects of life.

Courtney

thousand percent. A thousand percent. And that's what takes me out into the trails near my
home on a regular basis is the birds are going to keep doing their wonderful, magical birdy
things. It's just, will | be there to see it?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney

And | think that's such a metaphor for so many spiritual practices that Annie Dillard,
paraphrasing again, I'm just you know grabbing grabbing my own version of quotes from the
ether.

Beckyy
Hmm.

Becky
Yeah. Uh-huh.

Courtney

um But she talks about how acts of beauty and grace are performed whether or not we will or
sense them. The least we can do is try and be there. you know And | used to be so annoyed as
a child when my mom would stop me from reading.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
| was always reading and say, look at the sunset. Check out the deer in the backyard. And I'm
like oh, mom, blah, blah, blah. There's going to be a million more sunsets.



Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
She's like, well, not this one. you know so to be present to your own life, to be present to your
own backyard.

Becky
Right.

Courtney
| realized when | started birding, | don't know what plants are in my own backyard. And it is a
tiny California backyard. There are not that many.

Becky
ah

Courtney
But like, what is this? What is growing?

Becky
alone

Courtney
What is eating it?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney

What kind of caterpillar is this? There is magic. But if we're not present to it, we miss the whole
thing. You know, the caterpillar isn't bothered that | didn't notice it, but I've missed out on that
blessing, that connection, that spark of delight.

Courtney
And | love how you frame all of this in your book because it's the opposite of tryharditis, right?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
it's It's discovery. It's walk outdoors with your eyes open and your hands open.

Becky



Mm-hmm.

Courtney
and and see the blessings of the Lord that are right there.

Becky
Mm-hmm.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
um It was such an encouragement to me as ah as a chronic, try-hard person. it just it felt like ah
It felt like a great big glass of cold water. So | loved it so much.

Becky
Yeah.

Becky

I'm thinking about... um The idea of being present for those of us who are try-harders is real
hard because we're we're thinking about our next plans, the systems that we're going to use in
order to make the plans happen, what went wrong last time.

Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
And so we're like in everywhere but the present. Yeah.

Courtney
Yes.

Becky

What about whether it's the challenge of being present or what are the, what are some of the
challenges that you face or people just kind of generally face when it comes to silence as a
spiritual practice?

Courtney

Well, there's so much to do. You know, how many how many sermons have we all sat through
where we're making a grocery list in the middle? You know, sometimes I'm preaching and | want
to make a grocery list in the middle.

Becky
Yeah. Yeah.



Courtney
Like, we do need eggs. We are out of butter.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
um Yeah, | mean, there are so many —

Courtney

things in our culture and within ourselves that are training us to never be in silence. You know,
there are so many ways to distract ourselves to death and there are so many things pulling at
us. And, you know, for those of us who are um employed or we're raising a family or both, the
list is always longer than the hours we have to fill.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
So how dare we slow down? How dare we spend five minutes with the caterpillar in the
backyard when there are forms to fill out and summer camp things to pack?

Becky
yeah

Courtney
And, you know, | and I find myself. Instilling this pace on my children who, you know, children by
nature are toddlers.

Courtney
They are going to look at every stick and leaf between the house and the car and make us late.

Becky
yeah

Becky
m

Courtney
And i find myself intentionally trying to pull back from that because | want them to keep that like

that is holy work. um so So that's the barrier is the list is too long.

Becky



yeah

Courtney

And so | think when the list is too long, then the question becomes, what do we just take off the
list? um We need to eat. We need to pay our bills. We need to you know go to school or we go
to jail or send our kids to school or we go to jail or homeschool them or whatever we're doing.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
But

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
At the end of the day, the list is often not as non-negotiable as | have told myself it is.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
And to do things more deliberately and more slowly and then perhaps do less of them um is part
of that holy work. We're we're here in Orange County.

Courtney
i have three children and the Orange County treadmill is club sports.

Becky
Yep.

Courtney

And then your life is gone. And so we've really worked against that. Our kids play in a particular
league where it's one practice a week and it's one game on the weekend. And even that with
three kids is a big load to carry.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
um But the kids push for more, you know, like my friend and and this person in this team and |
get much better.



Becky
hey

Courtney
And so to say yes and saying yes to that would be saying no to all of these other things. do you
know how much how does your heart feel when you come home from school?

Becky
Yeah. Yeah.

Courtney
And you change out of your, they're in the Spanish immersion public school, you change out of
your your public school clothes into into your play clothes, and you play with blocks.

Becky
Oh, love that. Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm.

Courtney

And, you know, my middle kid was like, oh I'd have to give up blocks. And i was like, yeah,
there'd be a lot less time for blocks. It's like, oh but blocks help me. And and it's these these
tasks that are not necessarily oriented toward a goal, toward being productive, um that often are
our deepest spiritual practices. i My day off is Friday. the The church makes me work Sundays.
It's it's so rude. um All these expectations.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
But | often i often dump out a a jigsaw puzzle on a Friday because for the very reason that it is

purposeless. You know, this is not a thing I'm checking off my list.

Becky
yeah

Courtney
It's not something that's going to give me any acclaim.

Becky
a

Courtney
You know, | might post a picture on Instagram and no one cares. You know, it's a jigsaw puzzle.

Becky



Right. ah

Courtney

But that's that's holy work, the work of of play, the work of rest, the work of not producing. um
And there ares so many things our culture wants us to hustle and monetize. And it's silence that
brings us back to this place of being the creatures that we are and remembering that we are
loved not because of what we produce, um but because of who we are, who God has created
us to be.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
And the birds bring me back to that too, that that mockingbird, he is he is so extra. and He's fully
himself.

Becky
Yeah, right.

Courtney
He's not trying to be a quieter bird. He's not trying to be a different bird.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
He's this is who | am. And isn't it beautiful that God has created me this way? And I'm to tell you
all about it starting at 3 a.m. m

Becky
Yeah, right. That makes me think about how i know | personally have avoided silence because it
it silence often means that | have to confront whatever's happening inside of me.

Becky

And that can be really uncomfortable. It could be that I'm avoiding being who | was created to
be. it could be, you know, things that | need to work through and heal from that | don't want to
face.

Becky
How, how would you encourage people to work through that discomfort or temptation to avoid

discomfort? Yeah.

Courtney



Well, I'm so good at avoiding discomfort. I'm just just A+. plus A+. plus So i'm ah | have a
podcast about birds and hope.

Becky
a

Courtney
It's called The Thing with Feathers. And | actually started it two two and a half years ago when |
was in bed with the flu. And I'm like, | can't cook a meal.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
I can't. I'm so sick. And my husband's like, what are you doing?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
| was like, I'm starting a podcast. He's like... You're insane. He's like, | love you, but you're
insane. Like you can't just lay there in bed and be with yourself.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
You have to always be doing, you have to always be producing.

Becky
Uh-huh.

Courtney
I'm an Enneagram three.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
We're totally neurotic. We have to keep doing things.

Becky
Yep. Yeah.



Courtney
And, you know, it's really a struggle for me. Like, what does it mean when I'm between projects?
I'm between book projects right now. And | have some calls with some publishers next week.

Courtney
But in the interim, I'm like, who am 1?7 And do | even exist? And what does this mean?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
And so really intentionally, i think. In those seasons that are that are often not chosen, they're
often God-given, you have the flu.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
Lay in your bed. you don't have another book contract at this moment. Sit in that that liminal
space.

Becky
Yeah. Do another jigsaw. Yeah. Yeah.

Courtney
Yes. And so | have to be very, very intentional. And I've given my husband full permission to say,

you know, you're doing it again. Like, you're doing it again.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
Stop.

Becky
Yep. Flagging the play.

Courtney
pause, breathe, right?

Becky
Yep.

Courtney



And I'm always so irritated in the moment. And then once | work it out a few minutes later, | go
back to him. I'm like, you're right. I'm sorry. I'm here. um So to just know that discomfort is not
the enemy, that discomfort is often your body or your spirit or your emotions trying to tell you
something that, gosh, it's been too much.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
It's been too fast. It's been too hard.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
Yeah. You are beloved just as you are without producing a single thing. But yeah, i'm still I'm still
learning for sure, for sure, for sure.

Courtney
i'm In many ways, I'm much more comfortable with silence than | am with with slowing down or
pausing. Because you can be silent and be running.

Courtney
Yeah.

Becky

right yeah with the the leisure part yeah | was forced to work through but that discomfort on my
own when I've had COVID several times now not for lack of trying to avoid it but | just seem to
have one of those bodies that just really loves it and it does yeah and it does

Courtney
Yeah.

Courtney
Yeah.

Courtney
Some people are magnets. Some people just, yeah, I'm so sorry.

Becky
I've been dealing with long COVID since 2020. Like, it is absolutely ridiculous. But one or two of

those times, especially the first time, | could not move.

Becky



| could not, like, all three of us had it that time. So one kid was on the couch in the living room.
One kid had pushed two chairs together to create a little... little bed in the sitting room and | was
in my room and like we didn't speak for like five days | would throw Lunchables at them right like
but yeah it was great but | couldn't watch tv i couldn't have the lights on right | needed an
absolute dark and silence and that was so uncomfortable and

Courtney
They are like frisbee shaped. It's good. You just toss that thing. Yeah.

Courtney
yeah

Becky

But I didn't have a choice, right? It's not like, oh, forget it. I'm going to give up. I'm going to go do
this. Like, | just couldn't. | felt so terrible. And sometimes | think back to that and how | don't
need to wait until I'm, like, near death's doorstep to accept the silence and stillness, right?

Courtney
Yeah. Right? Is there an easier way to learn this?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
Because | would like that. yeah

Becky

And it was so hard that like you're saying the productivity, | don't think we realize how deeply
ingrained we've decided that what we are able to do and make defines who we are or even if
not our worthiness, our, our, what's the word I'm looking for?

Becky
Our value, right?

Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
Well, who am | or what do | have to offer if | can't offer anything?

Courtney
That's the question.

Becky



ah It still makes me so mad.

Courtney
does. It does. | think we have similar wiring.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
which is a it's It's tough. And | have friends who, you know, are in a different place on the
Enneagram. They're sevens or they're nines.

Becky
Uh-huh.

Courtney
And they're like, I'm just having a great day.

Becky
Uh-huh.

Courtney
And it was like, what is that like like?

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney

Teach me. Teach me what that's like. But then, you know, that | think our our wiring is a
challenge. And also within that, there are those gifts of | think once you start to enter into
practices of silence and slowness and solitude as someone who really is a pusher and a striver
and a runner, it hits different.

Becky
a

Courtney
you know i | live in Southern California now where we have beautiful fresh produce 12 months

of the year.

Becky
yeah

Becky



no

Courtney
like You can get a strawberry whenever you want it.

Becky
yeah gosh i miss avocados living on the west coast yeah here yeah and you've been missing it
yeah

Courtney

But when | grew up in Wisconsin, right? Yes. When | grew up in Wisconsin and you wait nine
months for a decent blueberry, that blueberry hits different because you have waited and you
have felt that pain and that longing.

Courtney
Yes. And so, you know, it's it's making a soft living here in California. The kids ask questions
like, well, it's raining. Do we have school? And I'm like, oh, my goodness. You

Becky
yeah

v
they Turning them into house cats. So | think for the person who's used to running and doing
and striving, once you begin to really taste that first summer blueberry and take that real silence,
that pause, it hits different and it it ministers really, really deeply.

Becky
yeah

Becky

Yeah, yeah. | find myself still fighting it so much because I've had to completely reorient my
expectations for myself and my pace of life because | just, | used to make seven dozen cookies
every Sunday morning for church and like lead a Bible study and host parties and like,

Becky

I was moving constantly, even as like a single mom with a two and a four year old, right? Like
we were just busy busy, busy, busy, busy. And | can't even make like one batch of cookies on a
good day because my body just like cannot tolerate standing for that long.

Courtney
Yeah.

Courtney
Yeah.



Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
And, and as an Enneagram one and my like constant need to be responsible and make the
most of everything.

Courtney
a

Becky

um Knowing that at one point | had a much larger capacity. there's there's it's so easy to like let
the shame and guilt creep in of like, well, | know that | need silence and | need space and | need
this slower pace.

Becky
but But | didn't used to i used to i should be able to do x Y, Z, A, B, C, 1, 2, 3, and purple, right?
like yeah and And right now | can do A.

Courtney
Right? Yeah.

Courtney
Yeah.

Becky
That's it.

Courtney
Yes.

Becky
But silence reminds me, like, no, it's okay. Like, all you can do is all you can do.

Courtney
Yeah. And in doing just a... you are fully doing it. You're present to it.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
you know You're not also writing the email in your head and sauteing the mushrooms while you
mix the muffins.



Becky
hello

Courtney
And you know it's to be fully present to that that one thing in front of you is such a gift and and
something that often we have to be forced into.

Becky
Yeah. Yeah.

Courtney
And i think for those of us and those who are listening who you know don't have a chronic
illness, like aging is coming for all of us.

Becky
yeah Yes.

Courtney

And so no matter what, you know, | remember being a 25 year old and sitting at the annual
physical and being like, everything's good. Nope, nothing to report. And now that I'm 43, it's like,
how much time do you have?

Becky
Yeah. Yeah.

Courtney
Here we go. Where do you want me to begin?

Becky
Yeah. Mm-hmm. Yeah.

Courtney

And those gifts of aging are often, it does mean, you know, if you have kids, they will grow and
they will likely leave home and there will be more opportunities for silence, which we can accept
as gift or we can fill with noise.

Courtney

And | do care ministries for our church. so | spend a lot of time with older adults doing home
visits and things like that. And the difference between the folks who have just mainlined 24 hour
news cycle or sat on their phones for 15 hours a day and those who have embraced silence and
prayer and become these sages.

Becky



Yeah.

Becky
Right.

Courtney
i'm like, okay, where's the fork in the road? Cause | want to take the one that lady took.

Becky
Yes. Yeah.

Courtney

Because | could, so | just sit with her and feel like I'm, I'm growing deeper and wiser being in the
same room versus folks who have kind of ceded their retirement to whatever the news of the
day is, whatever the loudest thing in the room is, whatever social media threatens to, to take
away your, your soul.

Becky
Yeah. Right.

Courtney

um And so the, you know, silence will grow for all of us, but we can escape it forever if we
choose. So start building the habits at whatever age you're at now, that when the greater silence
has come, you're you're there for them.

Becky
right

Becky
what encouragement might listeners find in the practice of silence um that might be surprising

Courtney
| love what you said earlier that silence is never silent. You know, the minute things go silent,
you realize, oh, we have a ticking clock in the kitchen.

Becky
hmm

Courtney
Like I didn't realize that made a noise.

Becky
hmm hmm



Courtney

um I'm going to go take the battery out of that because it's disrupting my silence. um But | think
that the gifts are what comes up inside of us during the silences and not to feel discouraged by
that, not to feel like, oh, | failed at silence. | can't even you know keep the goal is not a blank
slate, a blank mind. The goal is enough quiet and solitude and slowness that you can begin to
hear the what's going on inside of you.

Courtney

You can begin to hear the work of God. You can begin to hear those nudges of the Holy Spirit.
you know My husband and | had a Sabbath together a couple of weeks back and the nudge we
both felt was, hey, you haven't had a block party in several years on the cul-de-sac.

Courtney
The neighbors don't know each other. You need to throw a party.

Becky
Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm.

Courtney

And I'm an introvert who has a busy schedule you know and Daryl has things of his own going
on. And we both sat with that and we're like, yeah, you know that That wasn't an idea that came
from us.

Courtney

That wasn't the thing that we wanted to sign up for. um But we've sent flyers all around the
neighborhood and the neighbors are coming out and they're talking to each other and like we're
we're building this thing.

Becky
oh

Courtney

And so | think to not be afraid of those spaces because the Lord often speaks in really
interesting and exciting ways. We'll discover things about ourselves in the silences. We'll
discover things about our neighbors in the silences. We'll discover things about the Lord. And
and one of the things that always surprises me most is | kind of always expect, | was raised in
the evangelical church.

Courtney

And so there was a lot of really good things. | know my Bible inside and out. And there was a lot
of legalism. There was a lot of, you know, | was told multiple times, if you miss your morning
devotions, you know, Jesus is sitting there waiting for you, horribly disappointed.

Becky



yeah yep

Courtney
And, you know, just the guilt and the shame of a very earnest kid trying to be like, well, don't
want to leave Jesus disappointed.

Becky
yeah

Courtney

And so what surprises me often is in these silences and my spiritual practices of burning, of
solitude, what | hear most often from the Lord is, i love you and I'm with you. And it's like, well,
yeah, but | don't, you know, | was pretty, i was pretty harsh with my kids when they were running
late and the Lord is like, shh, | love you.

Becky
Yeah.

Courtney
I'm here with you. You know, he's like, you already know that that wasn't your best and I'm not
here to shame you.

Becky
Right.

Courtney
Like we're, we're going to work on that and I'm here and | love you.

Becky
hu Yeah.

Courtney
And so | think we run from that at our own, our own detriment, you know, who doesn't want to be
told that they're loved?

Becky
Mm hmm.

Courtney
Who doesn't want to be told that they're, they're held in love, that they're not alone. Um, they're

really, yeah, they're really beautiful things to, to be discovered in the silences.

Becky



I hope everyone takes a deep breath because that is just so beautiful. um Thank you, Courtney,
for coming. | think | want to go maybe do a jigsaw puzzle.

Courtney
Do it. And then don't even post about it. Just put those pieces in there.

Becky
That's right.

I hope you enjoyed my conversation with Courtney Ellis. You can find her on social media
@courtneyellis and check out her podcast The Thing with Feathers.

A blessing as you explore silence:
You’re exhausted after trying so hard
to outthink your grief,
spending all your energy
afraid of what might happen
if you let yourself slow down.
While you’ve been busy running
as far as you can
from what doesn’t feel good,
you’ve missed out on
things as they really are.
Listen for the whispers of grace.
You can only hear them
when you hit pause on everything else.
Take a deep breath of quiet.
Let the silence be generous.
It has gifts you can’t find anywhere else.

1. If you're enjoying this series of discussions on spiritual practices for your tired soul, grab
my book In the Company of the Weary: Ten Gentle Spiritual Practices for Your Tired
Soul to explore and go deeper into each of the practices we talk about.

2. Subscribe to Sucker Punched so you don’t miss an episode (if you're already
subscribed, consider sending to a friend who would enjoy listening!).

3. Follow my newsletter for a short, weekly note including what I'm thinking about, what
caught my attention this week, and something you should check out. It’s less than a five
minute read and a great way to stay connected.

4. Find me on Instagram and Threads @BeckyLMcCoy.



5. Invite a friend to join you as you explore spiritual practices that are gentle and kind.



