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I’ve always been a country boy. I know that doesn’t come as a surprise to most of you, but that doesn’t 
make it any less true. I enjoy cities, for a while, but they sap my energy with so many people and so many 
different sounds and so many different ways a country boy can go wrong. Stop to look up at the sky, and you’re 
impeding foot traffic. Pause to consider the best routes to get from point A to point B on the subway, and you’re 
slowing down everyone’s commute. Walk as fast as you can down the sidewalk, and you’re still too slow, too 
lacking in purpose or vigor or whatever it is that city people have that makes ‘em so dang focused. And that’s 
just one sliver of my city-going woes. I actually enjoy the bustle for a while, but too long, and I lose myself in 
the rush. If I find a park in a city, even a sketchy one, I want to go there and catch my breath, or let my soul 
catch its breath, and I don’t want to leave. Not even for the best bagels in the world. Y’all go on and get your 
salmon-cheese-cream schmear; I’ll just sit here and keep this bench from floating away. But even then, alone 
and still, I’ll know I’m in the city. Because the city is loud. I know, there are souls in this world that like all that 
noise, maybe even need it for their modern circadian rhythm to reboot. It becomes white noise, I’m told, and it’s 
the best background for a midday nap or a good night’s sleep. For some. But not for me. All those horns 
blaring, sirens blaring, people blaring -- I’m getting no sleep, and I’ll even start to get nervous. Tucked away in 
a hotel bed, was that person outside yelling at me about the ghosts they see? Was that siren full of EMTs that 
knew something about my situation I didn’t? Were those horns directed at yet another way I’d stumbled into 
blocking traffic from the innocence of my room? See, the city is just so loud. And there’s so many things out 
there. And a country boy can’t see a horizon or a hillside or a heavenly body well enough to get his bearings. I 
need green stuff. And skies full of stars. And nights silent as the grave.  

Except, here’s the thing country boys don’t often tell cityfolk. The country ain’t all that quiet. It’s full of 
its own sounds. Night is not silent, and even from the tucked away safety of your own bed, there are still sounds 
that might keep you awake. Rushing winds and bending trees creaking just above the bedroom ceiling. A 
mountain lion’s cry that’ll cool your blood and set your feet to sweatin’. And then there’s the steady hum of 
critters looking for food or mates or warding off some threat. That’s the background noise I need for a good 
night’s sleep. Maybe the far off rumble of a train or a late tractor grumbling down the next road over, but no 
horns, that’d just be rude. Flash your lights if you’ve got something to say, but leave room for the natural world 
to sing its song.  

The quietest nights I can remember were out in the New Mexico desert. There were still sounds, but 
there weren’t as many critters to make them, so the din was less. Cold came quickly as the sun set, and there 
weren’t all that many intrusive lights. So, the darkness of the sky was darker than I’d remembered, and set 
against that backdrop, the Milky Way arched from one horizon to the other, a thick band of white dust shining 
back across the millennia. That sky with bright streaks briefly lived and pulsing pinpoints and pale dots you 
could only see out of the corner of your eye, I was amazed it didn’t make its own sounds. I don’t know what I 
expected, maybe a low hum or a twinkling or the occasional cosmic slide whistle? But it was silent, far as I 
could tell.  

I stumbled onto an ancient idea that night. Some 500 years before Christ, Pythagorus shared his theory 
of the Music of the Spheres. Basically, as the heavenly bodies move in their courses across the sky, they each 
produce a unique tone -- almost like rubbing your finger on the lip of a crystal glass. These tones complement 
the tones from the neighboring bodies, and the result is a great, heavenly harmony. Problem is, we can’t hear it. 
Aristotle came along and said that, while Pythagoras’ theory was “melodious and poetical,” the truth is we can’t 
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hear that harmony of the spheres. Surely it’s there, but we can’t hear it. And why? For Aristotle, it’s because it’s 
always been there, steady and ever-present and indistinguishable from true silence. It’s more white noise, so 
present that we don’t even realize how enriched our lives are by its beauty.  

The other day, I came across some interviews with folks who had been born deaf that had gained the 
ability to hear later in life. The interviews were about sounds those deaf people found surprising. Things like the 
rustle of clothing or the awkward announcements different parts of the body produce. But several people were 
amazed by the silences of the sky. The sun should roar on sunny days and it should be muffled when the clouds 
hang heavy. The night sky should have some kind of soundtrack, the moon should hum gently and comets 
should scream and starless nights should haunt with their silence. But they don’t. Or, if they do, the vacuum of 
space swallows their calls long before they reach our atmosphere and our ears. Such is day and maybe more so, 
such is night. Full up of surprising silence but never fully silent in the ways we expect.  

Such is night, and such is the silence when Nicodemus comes to Jesus. We don’t really know why 
Nicodemus goes to him, the story is more silent than we’d like. And, though this passage gives us one of the 
most quoted lines of scripture, the story is silent on what it all means to Nicodemus. He’ll show up again. He’ll 
stand up for Jesus in the courts, and he’ll give up great personal wealth to aid in Jesus’ burial. So we know what 
Jesus said in the silence of that night resonated in his soul. But we don’t know how and we don’t know why. All 
we know is what we can see. All we know is that in the darkness, this man was changed.  

But I wonder about all this. I wonder about Nicodemus and things we expect to be clear and loud and 
things we expect to be silent. And I wonder about eyes and ears opening to those things around us. Maybe that’s 
my inner-yokel coming out again, but I wonder. I wonder about this God who appears to Abraham at night, who 
welcomes Nicodemus at night, who preserves us by day and by night. I wonder, if for many of us, God in the 
world has become like those ancient philosophers and their singing stars -- a beautiful chorus from the heavens 
rendered silent in our ears by its constant presence. A music that sustains us always but that we never take 
notice of, at least until we find it missing. Maybe that’s what God has become for many of us, something we 
suspect is there but our ears aren’t tuned quite right to hear it anymore. I know for me, it takes times of struggle 
or doubt to really sense God in the world again. And when I do, it’s like the first night back in my own bed after 
a week in the city, finally surrounded by chirping frogs and the drone of insects again. I forget how much I 
appreciate that song until I no longer have it.  

But we always have God. So it’s tough to get a glimpse of God’s absence. But come Holy Week, maybe 
we’ll get a taste. We’ll mourn the loss of Christ and witness his light extinguished. The music dies out. Our 
voices go silent. And God seems farther afield than we can imagine. But even in that darkness, there will be our 
God. Even at night, even in the country and maybe in the city, too, in the cacophony and the din, in the silence 
and the song, by roaring sun or twinkling star, there will be our God.  
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