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FINDING STILLNESS: AN IN-
DEPTH EXPLORATION OF MARTIN
LAIRD'S INTO THE SILENT LAND

In a world that seems to grow louder and
more insistent with each passing day,
the search for inner quiet has never felt
more urgent. We are surrounded by
notifications, deadlines, and a relentless
hum of digital noise that makes true
silence feel both foreign and
unattainable. Yet, there is a growing

hunger for something deeper—a longing
for a stillness that is not merely the
absence of sound, but a profound,
transformative presence. This is
precisely the territory explored in
Martin Laird Into The Silent Land, a
modern spiritual classic that has guided
countless readers toward the ancient
practice of contemplative prayer. Laird's
work is not just a book; it is a gentle,
wise, and practical companion for
anyone who has ever felt the ache for
God in the quiet spaces of their own
heart.


https://everybodystreet.com/

WHO IS MARTIN LAIRD?

Before diving into the depths of his most
famous work, it is helpful to understand
the man behind the words. Martin Laird
is a Roman Catholic priest and a
member of the Order of Saint Augustine.
He serves as a professor of Early
Christian Studies at Villanova University,
bringing a scholar's rigor and a pastor's
heart to his writing. His academic
background is steeped in the writings of
the early Church Fathers and Mothers,
particularly those of the desert
tradition—the fourth-century monastics
who fled the distractions of the Roman
Empire to seek God in the wilderness of
Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. This
wellspring of ancient wisdom forms the
backbone of everything Laird writes. In

Martin Laird Into The Silent Land, he
acts as a bridge, translating the
profound insights of these early
contemplatives into a language
accessible to the modern seeker,
regardless of their religious background
or level of experience.

WHAT IS INTO THE SILENT LAND
ABOUT?

At its core, Martin Laird Into The
Silent Land is a guide to the Christian
practice of contemplation, often referred
to as centering prayer or silent prayer.
The book's subtitle, "A Guide to the
Christian Practice of Contemplation," is
refreshingly direct. It promises a how-to
manual for the soul, and it delivers.
However, to call it merely a "guide"
undersells its depth. It is a theological
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treatise, a psychological insight, and a
spiritual retreat all rolled into one slim
volume.

The central premise is that within every
human being there exists a "silent
land"—a place of unshakable peace and
communion with God that lies beneath
the constant chatter of our thoughts,
emotions, and anxieties. Laird argues
that we do not need to create this
silence; we need to uncover it. It is
already there, like a quiet lake beneath a
stormy surface. The practice of
contemplation is the art of learning to
rest in this silent land, not by fighting
our thoughts, but by gently turning our
attention toward God.

KEY THEMES AND TEACHINGS

FROM THE BOOK

Several recurring themes weave their
way through Martin Laird Into The
Silent Land, each offering a unique lens
through which to understand the
contemplative journey. These are not
abstract ideas but lived realities that
Laird carefully unpacks.

The Problem of
the "Narrative
Mind"

One of Laird's most distinctive
contributions is his exploration of what
he calls the "narrative mind." This is the
constant internal monologue—the stories



we tell ourselves about who we are,
what we have done, what others think of
us, and what the future holds. This
narrative is not inherently bad; it helps
us function in daily life. But when it
becomes the sole arbiter of our identity,
it traps us in a cycle of anxiety,
judgment, and self-referential thinking.
The narrative mind is the primary
obstacle to entering the silent land. Laird
writes with remarkable compassion
about this inner turmoil. He does not ask
us to eliminate our thoughts, which is an
impossible task. Instead, he teaches us
to stop feeding the narrative, to gently
disengage from it, and to rest our
attention on something greater: the
presence of God.

The Role of
Attention and
Intention

Following the great spiritual traditions,
Laird emphasizes that the path to
silence is paved not with effort, but with
intention. In contemplative prayer, the
goal is not to have a blank mind. The
goal is to give our full attention to God.
The most common tool for this is a
"prayer word" or "sacred word"—a single
word like "Jesus," "Abba," "Peace," or
"Love" that we gently repeat in our
hearts whenever we become aware that
we have been lured away by our
thoughts. This word is not a mantra
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meant to be repeated endlessly; it is an
anchor, a gentle gesture of intention that
returns us to the silent presence of God.
This practical advice is a cornerstone of
Martin Laird Into The Silent Land
and is explained with remarkable clarity.

The Threefold
Path: Thoughts,
Feelings, and the

Body

Laird's teaching is holistic. He
understands that we are not
disembodied spirits floating through a
spiritual life. We are whole

persons—mind, heart, and body. He
outlines a threefold path that addresses
all three dimensions of our being:

e Thoughts (The Head): The first
and most obvious challenge is the
constant stream of thoughts. Laird
provides gentle, practical
strategies for working with
distracting thoughts without
becoming frustrated or engaging
in spiritual combat. The key is a
gentle, non-violent awareness.

e Feelings (The Heart): Many
people who begin contemplative
prayer discover that beneath their
thoughts lies a sea of difficult
emotions—anger, grief, fear, or
longing. Laird insists that we must
not suppress these feelings.



Instead, we must learn to hold
them in the presence of God,
allowing the divine silence to heal
and transform them. This is often
the most painful, yet most fruitful,
part of the journey.

e The Body: Laird is attentive to the
physical dimension of prayer. He
offers guidance on posture,
breathing, and the simple act of
resting in the body as a means of
grounding our prayer. He reminds
us that our bodies are not
obstacles to contemplation but
temples of the Holy Spirit.

PRACTICAL GUIDANCE FOR THE
CONTEMPLATIVE JOURNEY

What makes Martin Laird Into The
Silent Land so beloved is its profound

practicality. It is filled with tangible
advice for the person who wants to
begin, or deepen, a practice of silent
prayer. Laird anticipates the common
frustrations and questions that arise, and
he answers them with patience and
wisdom.

How to Begin:
The Basic
Method

Laird outlines a simple, accessible
method for contemplative prayer that
can be practiced by anyone, anywhere.
It is not a secret technique reserved for
monks and nuns; it is a universal path of

6 Martin Laird Into The Silent Land

2023-07-04



Martin Laird Into The Silent Land 7

love.

. Find a Quiet Place: Choose a

comfortable, upright posture.
Close your eyes gently.

. Rest in God's Presence: For a

few moments, simply become
aware that you are in the presence
of God, who loves you. Do not try
to imagine anything; simply
consent to God's presence.

. Choose Your Prayer Word:

Silently introduce your sacred
word as a symbol of your intention
to be present to God. Let the word
be spoken gently in your heart.

. When Your Mind Wanders: This

is the most important moment.
When you realize you have been
carried away by a thought, a

feeling, a memory, or a
plan—which you will, countless
times—do not be discouraged.
Gently, without judgment, use
your prayer word to return your
attention to God. This gentle
return is the heart of the entire
practice.

5. Ending the Prayer: After 20-30
minutes, slowly bring your
awareness back to your
surroundings. Carry the silence
with you into the rest of your day.

This simple method, drawn from the
14th-century classic The Cloud of
Unknowing and the teachings of the
Desert Fathers, is the practical core of
Martin Laird Into The Silent Land.
Laird emphasizes that success in this



practice is not measured by how few
thoughts you have, but by how faithfully
you return to God.

Dealing with
Distractions and
Dryness

Two of the most common obstacles in
contemplative prayer are distractions
and spiritual dryness (often called acedia
or the "dark night of the soul"). Laird
offers profound comfort on both fronts.
Regarding distractions, he reframes
them entirely. He writes that the
distraction itself is not the problem; our
reaction to the distraction is. If we

become angry or frustrated when our
mind wanders, we are merely adding
more narrative fuel to the fire. Instead,
we can learn to see the distraction as an
opportunity to practice gentleness and
to return to God with even greater love.

Regarding dryness, Laird reminds us that
the silent land is not a place of constant
emotional consolation. It is a place of
naked faith. When we feel nothing, when
prayer feels empty and pointless, we are
often being purified of our need for
spiritual rewards. The true gift of
contemplation is not a feeling, but a
presence. This teaching is a lifeline for
anyone who has ever felt abandoned in
their spiritual life.

WHY INTO THE SILENT LAND
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MATTERS TODAY

In an age dominated by productivity,
performance, and the cult of the busy,
Martin Laird Into The Silent Land
offers a radical alternative. It is not a
book about doing more for God; it is a
book about learning to be with God. It
speaks directly to the exhaustion of the
modern soul, offering not another
technique for self-improvement, but an
invitation to rest. This is why the book
has transcended its Catholic origins to
find a wide, ecumenical, and even
secular audience. Psychologists,
mindfulness practitioners, and people of
all faith traditions have found wisdom in
its pages. It addresses a universal
human need: the need to find a center of
peace amidst the chaos of existence.

Laird's work also contributes to a vital
re-engagement with the Christian
contemplative tradition. For centuries,
this deep well of wisdom was largely
forgotten by Western Christianity, which
often emphasized active service over
silent receptivity. Books like Martin
Laird Into The Silent Land have been
instrumental in recovering this lost
inheritance, showing that silence is not a
luxury for the spiritually elite but a
necessity for any authentic Christian life.
It is in the silence that we are
transformed, that we learn to see
ourselves and others with the
compassionate eyes of God, and that we
are empowered to go out and serve with
genuine love rather than anxious
obligation.



A GUIDE FOR THE LONG HAUL

One of the most beautiful aspects of this
book is its tone. Laird writes not as an
expert dispensing information from on
high, but as a fellow traveler on the
same journey. His voice is warm,
humble, and deeply encouraging. He
acknowledges the difficulty of the path
while simultaneously instilling hope. He
knows that the contemplative life is not
a quick fix; it is a lifelong discipline of
love. The book is designed to be read
slowly, perhaps a chapter at a time, and
to be returned to again and again. Each
reading reveals new layers of insight,
making Martin Laird Into The Silent
Land a true spiritual companion for the
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Who Should
Read This Book?

This book is for anyone who:

Feels overwhelmed by the noise
and busyness of modern life.
Has a vague sense that there is
"something more" to the spiritual
life.

Is drawn to the practice of
meditation or mindfulness but
desires a framework rooted in
Christian faith.

Has been praying for years but
feels stuck, dry, or frustrated.

long haul. e |s a spiritual director, pastor, or
counselor looking for resources to
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share with others.
e |Is simply curious about what it
means to be still and know God.

CONCLUSION: THE JOURNEY INTO
THE SILENT LAND

11

Martin Laird Into The Silent Land is
far more than a book; it is an invitation.
It invites us to stop running, to stop
striving, and to discover the vast,
peaceful, and loving presence



