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When I first heard our Time for All Ages story The Man with the Violin, I was 
intrigued by the character of the incognito, yet world-renowned, violinist playing in the 
subway station that Dylan and his mom were travelling through.1 I was intrigued by 
the whole experiment. Was this violinist inspired to play a free, unplanned concert in 
the subway to give back to his community? Was this a random act of kindness, in other 
words? Or was the whole point of the subway show an experiment: designed to see 
who would stop to notice, who would stop to listen? 

 
Through my curiosity, I learned that the violinist featured in this story was not 

hypothetical at all. His name was Joshua Bell: once a child prodigy, and now one of the 
most talented violinists of our time. He has played for nearly every big-name orchestra 
in the world, on three separate occasions for three of our American presidents, and for 
the justices of our Supreme Court.2 Kathy Stinson, the author of The Man with the Violin, 
first got wind of this subway experiment from a Washington Post article, titled “Pearls 
Before Breakfast: Can one of the nation’s great musicians cut through the fog of a D.C. 
rush hour? Let’s find out.”3 In fact, it was the Washington Post themselves who put Bell 
up to this stunt; it was their idea.  
 

 So, on January 12, 2007, the Post staged Bell inside the subway stop at L’Enfant 
Plaza in Washington D.C., D.C.’s equivalent to our “Government Center” stop on the 
T.4 They knew that most passersby would be heading to their government jobs, and, for 
them, that made this experiment all the more interesting. Gene Weingarten in his 
Washington Post article, writes:  

 

In the next 43 minutes, as the violinist performed six classical pieces, 1,097 
people passed by…Each passerby had a quick choice to make, one 
familiar to commuters in any urban area where the occasional street 

 
1 Kathy Stinson, The Man with the Violin (Toronto: Annick Press, 2013). (Time for All Ages reading).  
2 “Bio,” Joshua Bell, accessed 1 Oct 2019, http://joshuabell.com/.  
3 Stinson, The Man with the Violin. 
4  Gene Weingarten, “Pearls Before Breakfast: Can one of the nation’s great musicians cut through the fog of a D.C. 

rush hour? Let’s find out,” The Washington Post, April 8, 2007, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/pearls-before-breakfast-can-one-of-the-nations-great-

musicians-cut-through-the-fog-of-a-dc-rush-hour-lets-find-out/2014/09/23/8a6d46da-4331-11e4-b47c-

f5889e061e5f_story.html.  
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/pearls-before-breakfast-can-one-of-the-nations-great-musicians-cut-through-the-fog-of-a-dc-rush-hour-lets-find-out/2014/09/23/8a6d46da-4331-11e4-b47c-f5889e061e5f_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/pearls-before-breakfast-can-one-of-the-nations-great-musicians-cut-through-the-fog-of-a-dc-rush-hour-lets-find-out/2014/09/23/8a6d46da-4331-11e4-b47c-f5889e061e5f_story.html
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performer is part of the cityscape: Do you stop and listen? Do you hurry 
past with a blend of guilt and irritation, aware of your cupidity but 
annoyed by the unbidden demand on your time and your wallet? Do you 
throw in a buck, just to be polite? Does your decision change if he’s really 
bad? What if he’s really good? Do you have time for beauty? Shouldn’t 
you? What’s the moral mathematics of the moment? 

The musician did not play popular tunes whose familiarity alone might 
have drawn interest. That was not the test. These were masterpieces that 
have endured for centuries on their brilliance alone, soaring music 
befitting the grandeur of cathedrals and concert halls.5 
 

 So, of course, they got the entire 43 minutes on camera. You can even watch a 35-
second reel if you track down the original article. Weingarten reports that many passed 
by without even diverting their attention or gaze away from the task at hand (which 
was commuting to work with as little time lost as possible); some turned to look at Bell 
playing without stopping or slowing; 27 gave money; but of the 1,097 people who 
passed, only 7 actually detoured from their routine to stop and listen; and none stopped 
for long enough to attract others or form a crowd.6 
 
 Weingarten writes: “It was all videotaped by a hidden camera. You can play the 
recording once or 15 times, and it never gets any easier to watch. Try speeding it up, 
and it becomes one of those herky-jerky World War I-era silent newsreels. The people 
scurry by in comical little hops and starts, cups of coffee in their hands, cellphones at 
their ears, ID tags slapping at their bellies, a grim danse macabre to indifference, inertia 
and the dingy, gray rush of modernity.”7 
 
 This was a test to see, Weingarten continued, “whether, in an incongruous 
context, ordinary people would recognize genius.”8 Bell was always uncomfortable 
with the word ‘genius,’ but in this case genius could be easily substituted with the word 
beauty: whether, in an incongruous context, ordinary people would recognize beauty.9 
 

In the article we learn that three days before this grand subway experiment, 
Joshua Bell played to a sold-out audience at Boston Symphony Hall, where middle-of-
the-road seats sold for $100.10 It seems we are content to go to obvious and predictable 
places to get our fixes of art, culture, and beauty; but were art and beauty really ever 
meant to be commodities on this scale? What about making our own art? What about 

 
5 Weingarten. 
6 Weingarten. 
7 Weingarten. 
8 Weingarten. 
9 Weingarten. 
10 Weingarten. 
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aspiring to, as Anne Lamott says, “a big juicy creative life, of imagination and radical 
silliness and staring off into space like when you were a kid?”11 

 
** 

 
 I have had to learn how to see beauty *and genius* in unexpected contexts the 
hard way. I am an avid backpacker. Of course, a big underlying motivation of any trip 
that I spend countless hours planning is the anticipation of the view from the summit, 
especially those backcountry summits that are not accessible to through traffic—that 
you have to spend days hiking to even get to.  
 
 But here’s the thing: the backcountry is fraught with unknowns and changing 
variables. If you buy a ticket to see Joshua Bell at Boston Symphony Hall, under most 
circumstances, you are able to find your way to the venue, at the right time...and if the 
performer is able to do the same, you can enjoy the experience that you paid and 
planned for. With hiking, the journey between you and your summit is never quite as 
straightforward. Imagine with me a few examples:  
 

• Maybe your ascent to the top of a New England peak is taking you longer than 
you accounted for, and you won’t be able to make it to the top before your 
“turnaround time,” which in hiker’s lingo is the time that you set for yourself at 
the start of the day to ensure that you make it back to the trailhead by sundown. 

• Maybe instead you are planning a winter ascent of Mt. Washington, and you 
have all the right gear, you’ve trained well, you’re climbing at the perfect pace to 
make it to the summit by your turnaround time, but just as you get above tree-
line, you realize the windspeeds on the exposed side of the mountain are too 
high…and you have to turn around out of concern for safety and the weather.  

• Maybe someone in your group loses their footing on some loose rocks during 
your journey, and sprains their ankle. It is not safe to have them continue with 
their injury, and you must change your plans.  

• Lastly, consider that you are planning a five-day trip in the High Sierras of 
California in the summer, and you bring gear for what that range is usually like 
at this time of year, but on your third day, as you approach the highest peak of 
your trip, you realize it’s snowed-in—unusually for this time of year. And you 
don’t have the right gear to traverse the snow fields. Yet again, you have to turn 
around. 
 
In the backcountry, contingencies like this are not the exception, they are the 

rule. Every trip is an attempt, and nothing is assumed. That certainly makes the 
moments when the clouds clear and the winds slow and you DO make it to your 

 
11 Anne Lamott, source unknown.  
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summit all the sweeter—sacred even—but it also means that some trips don’t even meet 
their stated goal. You don’t even see what you came for.  
 

Backpackers and hikers learn early on, then, to make sure to see something before 
going home, even if it’s not what they came for. 
 

• I have tried to climb Mt. Washington on two separate occasions in the winter, 
and both times had to turn around before the top—for some reason or another.   
 

o But on the first attempt, I experienced the joy and wonder of hiking with 
crampons for the first time. I felt the crunch of my spikes digging into the 
snow, marveled at how they could create reliable anchors in this hostile, 
capricious, and frozen terrain. I saw what a mountain as grand as this one 
looks like frosted over, noticed the tessellations of ice on the ground, and 
hanging, suspended, in the branches of the trees, interspersed with the 
few varieties of berries that could withstand the harshness of winter on 
Washington.  

o On the second attempt, we took a different route, and still I noticed things 
I missed the first time. I noticed how much we need each other when 
conditions are harsh, in the simplest and most holy of ways. Noticed how 
we need each other to tie up our bags when our fingers get numb from the 
cold. Noticed how we need one another to be pulled up the icy patches, 
holding onto roots and trees with one hand, and someone’s hand above 
you with the other. Noticed the sacred mountain fellowship that emerges 
when the weather gets bad, or our legs get tired.  
 

Hikers, backpackers, and mountaineers must find the unexpected beauty of 

the trail in between its summits. But we can all train ourselves in the spirituality of the 
mountaineer, in other words in a kind of “backcountry spirituality.” Pastor Rob Bell 
teaches, “If you can pay attention in the valley, you’ll certainly be able to pay attention 
on the mountain.”12 
 

What does it look like for you to pay attention in the valleys of your life? To open 
yourself up to the possibility that a world-renowned violinist might just meet you in the 
most unexpected of places?  
 

In the reading from this morning, Richard Gilbert writes, “‘Life speaks to be 
heard,’ says the poet. ‘Sound is a living thing.’ There is no sound, no language, no 
music, without the listening ear.”13  
 

 
12 Rob Bell, source unknown.  
13 Richard Gilbert, “Listening,” UUA WorshipWeb, https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reflection/118484.shtml. 

(Reading for this morning).  

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reflection/118484.shtml
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It is all too easy to cut ourselves off from the expectation that Life might just 
speak back to us. That if we quiet our minds, slow our bodies, we might hear 
something, or find something, that we didn’t plan for.  

It is not surprising that different traditions throughout history have come up 
with creative ways to initiate a sacred pausing, and to listen for the unexpected. As 
Richard Gilbert acknowledged, “In the Quaker tradition we have ‘liturgical silence’ in 
which one listens to the spirit before one speaks.”14 In the Jewish tradition, Shabbat –
which is a practice of Sabbath – is kept as one of the mandates of halacha, or Jewish 
religious law. In writing on the Jewish Sabbath, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel writes, 
“The higher goal of spiritual living is not to amass a wealth of information, but to 
face sacred moments.”15 For Rabbi Heschel, Sabbath is about pausing and listening, in 
humility. He continues on, “The work on weekdays and the rest on the seventh day are 
correlated. The Sabbath is the inspirer, the other days the inspired.”16 

Our Jewish siblings have been practicing Sabbath for millennia—and other 
traditions have their analogues—but now more than ever before, the spiritual practice 
of pausing, listening, noticing, and opening ourselves to the unexpected feels 
impossibly urgent. 

** 

In a context that purports that if we incessantly plan enough, we can stay in control 

It is countercultural to be open to the unexpected, to the things beyond our 
control  

 

In an age that puts a premium on speed, efficiency, and optimization  

It is countercultural to initiate a sacred pausing, to step off the treadmill for just a 
moment and feel what the world feels like on real, solid ground 

 

In a world that puts a premium on what you know and what you say and how you 
contribute 

 It is countercultural to take a step back, take it all in, and listen  

 

 

 
14 Gilbert, “Listening.” 
15 Abraham Joshua Heschel, Sabbath (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1951).  
16 Heschel, Sabbath. 
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In a cultural moment where beauty and art and pleasure have been commodified 

It is countercultural to go out looking for beauty in unexpected places, and to 
honor it as such when you’ve found it.17  

** 

When I first heard our Time for All Ages story The Man with the Violin, I was 
intrigued by the character of the incognito, yet world-renowned, violinist playing in the 
subway station. Was this violinist inspired to play a free, unplanned concert in the 
subway to give back to his community? Or was the whole point of the subway show an 
experiment: designed to see who would stop to notice, who would stop to listen? 

 
Ultimately, this was a test to see “whether, in an incongruous context, ordinary 

people would recognize genius”…or recognize beauty.  

In the backcountry, contingencies are not the exception, they are the rule. Every 
trip is an attempt, and nothing is assumed. Backpackers and hikers learn early on, then, 
to make sure to see something before going home, even if it’s not what they came for. 

Hikers, backpackers, and mountaineers must find the unexpected beauty of the 
trail in between its summits. But we can all train ourselves in the spirituality of the 
mountaineer, in other words in a kind of “backcountry spirituality.” 

It is countercultural  

 It is radical 

  And it is deeply spiritual:  

   To pay attention not just on the summits, but also in the valleys.  

 
And “if you can pay attention in the valley, you’ll certainly be able to pay 

attention on the mountain.” 
 
 
May it be so.  
 
Amen.  

 
17 The last ~140 words repeated our meditation/prayer from earlier in the service.   


