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DDoonn’’tt  ttaallkk  uunnlleessss  yyoouu  ccaann  

iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  ssiilleennccee..  
((VVeerrmmoonntt  pprroovveerrbb))  

  

Cities are like giant machines. They have 

grids of humming electrical and telephone 

lines, webs of street lights, systems of water 

and sewer lines, networks of roads and 

highways crisscrossing what was once open 

land, and microwave, television and satellite 

towers and dishes scattered here and there. 

And noise. Cities are noisy. There is traffic 

noise and overhead aircraft noise and sounds 

of human commerce and other activities. 

   Some neighborhoods are quieter than 

others, for sure, but the hum of a city can be 

heard in most neighborhoods even in quieter 

early morning hours. My neighborhood may 

be about average for city noise—I don’t 

know that for sure—but when I visit the 

home of friends who live in the foothills of 

the Sandia Mountains, I am aware of how 

much quieter their sparsely populated 

neighborhood is compared to my crowded 

neighborhood further down the slopes. 

   I visited Muir Woods National Monument 

in Mill Valley, California, where I am happy 

to report there is no cell phone reception. It 

is a place where the majestic coast redwood 

trees, cousins of the giant sequoia of the 

Sierra Nevada, grow to more than 250 feet. 

The oldest tree is at least 1,200 years old. 

Muir Woods is a place of silence 

notwithstanding its many visitors. When I 

was there, people spoke in quiet tones, if 

they talked at all. The smallest sounds, a 

bird call or critters moving through the 

undergrowth, seemed amplified because of 

the dignified silence of the stately trees. The 

silence was rich and palpable. 

   Silence can be experienced while walking 

along a deserted beach. True, there are the 

sounds of the ocean and occasional 

seabirds—but those very sounds seem to 

summon an ancient inner quiet reminiscent 

of our watery origins. Desert silence can 

produce a different but similar experience. 

   There are different kinds of silence, I 

think. There is the silence when a newborn 

has finally stopped crying and gone to sleep. 

That silence that allows new parents to get 

their own sleep at last. Alert mothers are 

tuned into that silence when their kids are 

too quiet. For those who experienced 

combat, there is the sometimes unnerving 

silence when battle sounds cease. 

   Silence can have different qualities. Those 

who practice meditation can experience a 

particular kind of quiet difficult to describe 

but deeply satisfying and regenerative. I 

have had the privilege of sitting in meetings 

of the Religious Society of Friends in San 

Francisco, Santa Fe and Albuquerque. Some 

gatherings are totally quiet. Speaking is not 

forbidden but, for me, the most powerful 

meetings are completely silent. Meetings 

can create a very special silence indeed. 

   When photographs of fallen American 

service members become available, the PBS 

NewsHour shows them in silence at the end 

of a telecast. Seeing the faces of the some of 

our country’s finest young people in those 

few moments of silence is far more moving 

than the words of some politician’s eulogy. 

   I love music and have many recordings of 

classical, jazz, blues, country, folk, rock and 

pop music. Yet I rarely play them. Once in a 

while, I go an entire day without speaking to 

another person. I do enjoy a quiet home. 

Maybe that’s just my introvert nature.  

   In our information addicted society, many 

of us are uncomfortable with silence. 

Perhaps our DNA is reminding us of the 

silence in the jungle when other creatures 

became quiet at the approach of a predator. 

But more than half of us now live in cities 

and sabretooth tigers no longer threaten. 

(Cell phones are another matter!) 

   Quiet gets a bad rap. A dose of silence can 

help lower blood pressure, relieve anxiety, 

reduce stress and calm the mind. I could use 

more of it. Maybe you could, too. Go ahead, 

give it a try. 


