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We’ve been thinking about sound a lot here lately. I’ve heard discussion of the need for a new 

sound system since I arrived several years ago, but I hadn’t really given much thought to the 

specifics of it until a few months ago, when we began meeting with sound engineers to find out 

what it would cost for a new system. I began to learn more about speaker arrays and 

reverberation time, and I started reading up on how sound and space interact, and what 

emerged was not just a set of technical needs about the amplifier that no longer works or the 

sound board that is out of date, but a perspective on sound and our relationship with sound 

that has deepened my understanding of this space, both physically and spiritually, that we 

share. It’s one of the things I love about being a Unitarian Universalist – the whole world is 

open for investigation and reflection. 

Everything, it turns out, has a sound. Or more precisely, everything makes a sound.  The 

quietest sound that we know of, the closest we can ever come on earth to the silence of 

nothingness, is the sound of the atoms moving in the air, movement that is called Brownian 

motion.  The sound of atoms of air in motion is estimated at -23 decibels.  0 decibels is the floor 

for human hearing, what a young child with perfect hearing might be able to hear. Of course we 

created a scale that uses human capacity to measure everything else against - our hubris as a 

species demonstrated once again. So once you drop below human hearing, it gets into negative 

numbers. 

As anyone who has participated in silent meditation knows, there is no such thing as true 

silence, at least not on earth, and not around living things.  We sit here in silence sometimes, 

and yet we hear the rustle of our neighbors, the cars outside, the wind and sometimes even the 

rain.  If it is very quiet, we might become aware of our own breathing, or perhaps our own 

heartbeat.   

Take a moment right now, to listen to the quality of silence in this space, to listen for the noises 

that exist within it.  
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There are researchers who work to create quiet spaces, and the quietest spaces on earth are 

called anechoic chambers.  They are specially designed rooms that reduce nearly all vibrations 

and remove as much ambient sound as possible from the space. They are peculiar spaces, to 

say the least.  Writer George Michelson Foy visited a high-tech anechoic chamber and describes 

his experience like this: 

“When the heavy door shut behind me, I was plunged into darkness (lights can make a noise). 

For the first few seconds, being in such a quiet place felt like nirvana, a balm for my jangled 

nerves. I strained to hear something and heard… nothing. 

Then, after a minute or two, I became aware of the sound of my breathing, so I held my breath. 

The dull thump of my heartbeat became apparent – nothing I could do about that. As the 

minutes ticked by, I started to hear the blood rushing in my veins. Your ears become more 

sensitive as a place gets quieter, and mine were going overtime. I frowned and heard my scalp 

moving over my skull, which was eerie, and a strange, metallic scraping noise I couldn't explain. 

Was I hallucinating? The feeling of peace was spoiled by a tinge of disappointment – this place 

wasn't quiet at all. You'd have to be dead for absolute silence.”1 

The quietest place on the whole planet earth is an anechoic chamber that has set the world 

record for silence at -20.6 decibels. It was built just last year by Microsoft. 

It is no surprise that the quietest place on earth is owned by a corporation like Microsoft. 

Microsoft understands that sounds are not value-neutral. We have emotional responses to 

what we hear, and those responses influence our behavior, often at a subconscious level.  

George Foy, when he talked with the engineers at the anechoic chamber he visited, learned 

that most people have a very low tolerance for near silence. He says, 

“Ironically, far from being peaceful, most people find its perfect quiet upsetting. Being deprived 

of the usual reassuring ambient sounds can induce fear – it explains why sensory deprivation is 

a form of torture. Astronauts do part of their training in anechoic chambers at Nasa, so they can 

                                                           
1
 “I’ve Been to the Quietest Place on Earth” by George Michaelson Foy, The Guardian, May 18, 2012 
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learn to cope with the silence of space. The presence of sound means things are working; it's 

business as usual – when sound is absent, that signals malfunction.”  

How many horror movies start with an eerie silence, an absence of the expected noise of a 

household? It’s a great way to create tension.  

So of course a corporation like Microsoft wants to understand sound in both its presence and 

its absence. They know that the experience of the product is just as important as the function 

of the product. If everything makes a noise, even the atoms moving in the air, then they want 

to have as much control over the sounds their products make as possible, so that they can 

adjust those sounds to influence your experience. Everything from the sound of a computer’s 

keyboard to the little pings and beeps of your email is adjusted with this in mind.  

How we experience a sound has as much to do with what we feel as how we hear. For example, 

sounds of machinery and engines are not typically considered pleasing noises – no one has “the 

sounds of rush hour” on their playlist when they are jogging.  

But add a layer of emotion to the sound of an engine, and suddenly you have something like 

the famous Harley Davidson motorcycle sound, which we heard earlier. Whether you enjoyed 

that sound or not probably has something to do with how you feel about motorcycles, and 

Harleys in particular. To some people, that sound resonates with feelings of adventure and 

freedom. Harley Davidson even tried unsuccessfully to trademark the sound. 

Is there a sound in your life that others might consider unpleasant, or perhaps not even 

consider at all, but that brings you joy, or contentment, or some other positive feeling?  The 

sound of a coffee maker perking, for example, or the particular squeak in the floorboard of the 

house where you grew up? Take a moment and think about the sounds in your life, and the 

unexpected ones that you enjoy. 

If you live near the mission in Santa Barbara, one of the common sounds of daily life is the 

sound of the Mission bells. They ring daily at 6am, noon, and 6pm. If you lived in Morocco, for 

example, the Muslim call to prayer would be part of the soundscape of your life. Religious 

communities of all kinds have been aware that sound has an important evocative role to play in 
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our spiritual lives. By projecting sound outward from their houses of worship, they are calling 

people to religious community.  

However you may feel about the Mission, or the Mosque, or the Temple, the bell or the call was 

put there to create a shared experience through sound. It reminds everyone within hearing 

distance that they are not alone, that they are in relationship with the community around 

them. 

Of course, a person’s relationship with a particular community or a particular religious 

institution may not always be a positive one. But human beings are social animals, and even if 

we live with tension between ourselves and our society, we still need each other to survive. 

Even though I may have my questions about some aspects of the Mission system in California 

history, I still pause when I hear the bells tolling and I am, in that moment, connected to all the 

other people who are hearing the bells at that moment, as well as all the people who have 

come and gone in this same space, hearing those bells. It is a complex, rich emotion, not 

entirely happy but not entirely sad, that those bells bring out. And more than anything, it 

reminds me that I live among others, that I was not the first person to hear that sound and I 

won’t be the last. 

Life without community is like an anechoic chamber of the spirit. It’s like being in a room where 

nothing is making noise but yourself. 

As the architect Renzo Piano said, “You feel that your life is being lost in a room where sound 

dies. We need reverberation.” 2 

He is talking about architectural spaces that are too muffled, too quiet, too still.  To give life to a 

space, there needs to be a balance of between clarity of sound and the echoes that the sound 

produces. A room without this balance, a room with no echoes or reverberation is called a dead 

space.  

                                                           
2
 “Dear Architects: Sound Matters” article by Michael Kimmelman, December 29, 2015 New York Times 
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We need reverberation.  We need to be able to send signals out and hear them bounce off of 

other objects, to feel solid and stable and real. We need to hear other things, sounds that did 

not come from within our own body, so that we are reminded that the real world exists, and it 

is not all just in our head. In isolation, we become disoriented.  If someone stays in an anechoic 

chamber for more than half an hour, they need a chair to sit in because they will start to lose 

their balance.  And remember, sound is not just experienced in your eardrums. The vibrations 

that sound waves produce affect the whole body.  Even someone who is unable to hear with 

their ears can still feel the ringing of the bowl gong, for example. An anechoic chamber does 

not just absorb the sound in relationship to our ears, but in relationship to our whole body 

experience of sound and vibration. That mix of reverberation and clarity is felt as much as 

heard. 

In many ways, I think a religious community like this one exists to help us balance the right 

amount of reverberation with the right amount of clarity in our spiritual life. After all, what are 

stories but reverberations of human experience?  They are not the direct experience 

themselves, but the echo and transformation of that experience into something that bounces 

back to us and orients us. They are the sounds that life shares with us through time and space. 

One of the reasons we exist here is to share stories with one another, stories from our own 

lives as well as the mythic and poetic stories that have been passed down for centuries. 

A religious tradition might be described as the accumulation of echoes of the spirit, bouncing 

through time to be received by our hearts and minds today, linking us to the larger Life that 

surrounds us, giving us a sense of stability and reality.  A community like this keeps us from 

existing in a spiritually dead space, in a room with no sound other than our own breathing.   

Of course we don’t just need echoes, we need clarity, too.  I’ve learned that there is something 

in sound engineering called the rt-60 decay time, which measures the amount of time it takes 

for a sound to dissipate in a space.  If the decay time is too short, the space sounds dead.  If it is 

too long, it means that there are too many echoes bouncing around and the sound loses 

integrity.  
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Syllables start to overlap each other and the listener has a hard time distinguishing individual 

words or musical notes. Some of you may have noticed it in this room, if you sit in certain 

places. 

Using this metaphor of the balance between sound reverberation and clarity in religion, you 

might say that we need to make sure that a religious tradition does not just become a big echo 

chamber. When that happens, a religious expression loses integrity. It ceases to be connected 

to the present moment and becomes stuck in the stories of the past. But if a religious tradition 

has the right amount of reverberation mixed with the right amount of clarity, it has depth as 

well as vitality, integrity as well as mystery.  

When someone from the congregation stands up here to share their story in a reflection, or 

when Caitlin or I wrestle with our sermon for the week, we are hoping that in our voices, you 

will hear something that resonates with you.  We are here to listen to each other, to learn from 

each other, and perhaps to get a glimpse of that great mystery that lies within and among all of 

us, that mystery that echoes through the ages and bounces of the walls of our lives. 

We can learn a lot from contemplating silence, but we will never be able to live there.  We 

should not live there – the hum of life cradles us and keeps us sane. Even if you cannot hear it, 

you can feel it, from the movement of the atoms in the air to the tolling of a giant bell, we are 

surrounded and connected by sound waves. 

No matter how your physical ears work, let us reclaim our hearing, reclaim our ability to listen 

to one another, to live with the echoes of the ages and the clarity of our own fresh experiences, 

and to share our experiences without being sold anything. 

So go out into the world and listen with the ears of your spirit, and feel, and sustain, and 

reverberate, and echo, but know that you are not in isolation. The very atoms sing and dance 

for us if, we but listen. 

 

 


