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What	the	Dog	Perhaps	Hears	
	

If	an	inaudible	whistle	
blown	between	our	lips	
can	send	him	home	to	us,	
then	silence	is	perhaps	
the	sound	of	spiders	breathing	
and	roots	mining	the	earth;	
it	may	be	asparagus	heaving,	
headfirst,	into	the	light	
and	the	long	brown	sound	
of	cracked	cups,	when	it	happens.	
We	would	like	to	ask	the	dog	
if	there	is	a	continuous	whir	
because	the	child	in	the	house	
keeps	growing,	if	the	snake	
really	stretches	full	length	
without	a	click	and	the	sun	
breaks	through	clouds	without	
a	decibel	of	effort,	
whether	in	autumn,	when	the	trees	
dry	up	their	wells,	there	isn’t	a	shudder	
too	high	for	us	to	hear.	
	

What	is	it	like	up	there	
above	the	shut-off	level	
of	our	simple	ears?	
For	us	there	was	no	birth	cry,	
the	newborn	bird	is	suddenly	here,	
the	egg	broken,	the	nest	alive,	
and	we	heard	nothing	when	the	world	changed.	
	

Lisel	Mueller	
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Today	we	celebrate	the	Feast	of	St	Francis	of	Assisi	and	we	begin	another	series	of	

Poetica	Divina.	As	many	of	you	know,	Poetica	Divina	has	become	something	of	a	

Benedictus	tradition;	over	one	four-week	period	every	year	we	read	a	poem	

alongside	a	passage	of	Scripture.	We	do	this	because	a	good	poem,	like	Scripture,	

can	help	us	see	and	feel	the	pulse	of	life	in	fresh	ways;	it	can	awaken	our	

imaginations	and	touch	our	hearts,	and	so	attune	us	to	aspects	of	reality	to	which	we	

may	otherwise	be	oblivious.		

Biblical	scholar	Walter	Brueggemann	wrote	of	the	power	of	Scripture’s	‘poetic	

construal	of	an	alternative	world’.	This	isn’t	a	made	up,	fantasy	world,	but	a	world	

larger,	wilder	and	truer	than	the	cultures	and	assumptions	by	which	our	lives	are	so	

often	constrained.	For	Brueggemann,	biblical	speech	is	poetic	speech	and	poetic	

speech	is	that	which	‘prevents	our	reduced	world	from	becoming	brutal	and	coldly	

closed	in	on	us’.	It	is,	he	says,	‘an	act	of	relentless	hope;	an	argument	against	the	

ideological	closing	of	life	we	unwittingly	embrace’.1	If	this	is	so,	it	seems	right	that	we	

begin	our	series	today	with	a	poem	and	biblical	passage	that	invite	us	beyond	the	

limits	of	ordinary	sense	perception,	and	that	enable	us	to	glimpse	a	fuller	mystery	in	

the	life	we	share.	

	 Poet	Lisel	Mueller	gets	us	started	by	appealing	to	something	we	know	from	

our	own	experience.	It’s	that	a	dog	can	hear	beyond	the	range	of	our	hearing,	that	

there	are	sounds	inaudible	to	us	but	perfectly	audible	to	the	dog.2	How	do	we	know	

this?	Because	‘an	inaudible	whistle	blown	between	our	lips	can	send	him	home	to	

us’.	The	sound	we	cannot	hear	has	an	effect	in	the	world,	and	though	we	cannot	

hear	the	sound	we	can	observe	its	impact.	From	this	simple	truth,	Mueller	begins	to	

wonder	about	what	else	we	may	not	be	hearing	from	moment	to	moment.	Could	

what	to	us	is	silence,	be	perhaps	‘the	sound	of	spiders	breathing	and	roots	mining	

the	earth’?	Could	it	be	‘asparagus	heaving,	headfirst,	into	the	light’	or	‘the	long	

																																																								
1	Walter	Brueggemann,	Finally	Comes	the	Poet:	Daring	Speech	for	Proclamation	(Minneapolis,	MI:	Fortress	
Press,	1989),	p.7.	
2	Lisel	Mueller,	‘What	the	Dog	Perhaps	Hears’	in	Alive	Together:	New	and	Selected	Poems	(Baton	Rouge:	
Louisiana	State	University	Press,	1996),	p.89.	
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brown	sound	of	cracked	cups,	when	it	happens’?	And	notice	how	evocatively	the	

poet	imagines	the	possibility	of	the	sounds	we	cannot	hear	being	clearly	

differentiated	for	those,	like	the	dog,	who	do	have	ears	for	them	–	the	heaving	sound	

of	the	asparagus,	the	long	brown	sound	of	cups	cracking.	And	what	other	sounds	

might	lie	beyond	us?	Is	there	‘a	continuous	whir’	generated	by	a	growing	child,	a	click	

when	the	snake	stretches	full	length?	And	when	you	think	about	it,	surely	the	sun	

doesn’t	break	through	clouds	‘without	a	decibel	of	effort’,	nor	the	‘trees	dry	up	their	

wells’	in	autumn	without	‘a	shudder’?	

	 Once	you	start	imagining	what	‘the	dog	perhaps	hears’,	the	limits	of	our	own	

perception	come	more	and	more	into	view.	There’s	no	end,	it	seems,	to	what	we	

might	be	missing.	‘What	is	it	like	up	there	above	the	shut-off	level	of	our	simple	

ears?’,	Mueller	asks.	And	I	think	there’s	something	deeply	poignant	about	this	

imagining	of	our	‘shut-offness’	from	so	much	of	reality,	something	humbling	in	

becoming	aware	of	how	little	we	may	perceive	the	unfurling	of	life	in	our	midst.	As	

Mueller	puts	it,	‘For	us	there	was	no	birth	cry,	the	newborn	bird	is	suddenly	here,	the	

egg	broken,	the	nest	alive,	and	we	heard	nothing	when	the	world	changed’.	

	 Of	course,	when	I	say	how	little	‘we’	perceive,	how	limited	‘our’	hearing,	and	

when	our	poet	invokes	a	shared	sense	of	this	limit,	this	may	itself	reflect	the	limits	of	

a	culture	–	the	culture	of	Western	modernity.	Even	today,	there	are	people	who	hear	

and	see	the	world	very	differently,	and	whose	senses	are	awake,	it	seems,	in	

profoundly	deeper	ways.	Yuin	elder,	Uncle	Max	(Dulumunmun	Harrison)	is	one	of	

many	First	Nations	people	in	Australia,	for	example,	who	has	sought	to	make	known	

to	us	‘whitefellas’	the	possibility	of	seeing	and	hearing	the	world	more	deeply.	‘When	

I	take	people	out	into	the	land’,	he	wrote,	‘I	say:	“Let’s	watch	the	land	talk	to	us”.	

And	you’ll	see	some	jaws	drop.	But	that’s	what	it’s	doin’	–	it’s	talking	to	us	without	a	

voice.	Our	land	does	that	all	the	time;	our	water	does	that,	our	wind.	Grandmother	

Moon,	Grandfather	Sun	do	it	all	the	time.	They	show	us	things,	what’s	happening.	
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They	are	talking	to	us	constantly’.3	‘But	what	do	we	do?’,	asks	Uncle	Max.	‘We	ignore	

them’.	In	truth,	we	–	I	–	mostly	cannot	even	hear	them.	I’m	not	even	sure	what	I’m	

listening	for.	

	 Is	it	possible,	then,	to	expand	our	hearing,	to	extend	the	range	of	our	ears,	to	

become	attuned	at	a	different	level	to	the	fullness	of	reality?	This	is	a	question	many	

of	us	are	asking	in	relation	to	the	natural	world,	as	we’re	taught	by	First	Nations’	

peoples	about	the	practice	of	‘deep	listening’	and	as	we	realise	the	impact	of	our	

Western	culture’s	profound	shut-offness	from	what	Thomas	Berry	has	called	‘the	

Great	Conversation’.		

The	same	question	pervades	the	text	of	Scripture.	On	the	biblical	account,	the	

inability	to	hear	that	shuts	us	off	from	the	world	around	us	also	shuts	us	off	from	

hearing	the	word	of	God,	from	perceiving	God’s	presence	in	our	midst.	In	the	bible,	

God	complains	often	about	a	‘foolish	and	senseless	people,	who	have	eyes,	but	do	

not	see,	who	have	ears,	but	do	not	hear’	(Jeremiah	5.21).	Jesus	quotes	the	prophet	

Isaiah:	‘For	this	people’s	heart	has	grown	dull,	and	their	ears	are	hard	of	hearing	and	

they	have	shut	their	eyes’	(Matthew	13.	15).	Indeed,	the	gospels	present	the	whole	

story	of	Jesus	in	terms	of	God’s	thwarted	attempt	at	communicating	with	God’s	

people.	Jesus	is	the	word	of	God,	he	is	what	God	longs	to	say,	and	yet	he	is	not	

received	and	cannot	be	heard.	Like	the	heaving	of	the	asparagus	into	light,	like	the	

birth	cry	of	the	newborn	bird,	Jesus	arrives	at	a	frequency	beyond	the	hearing	of	

most.	But	some	did	have	ears	to	hear,	and	eyes	to	see.	

Simeon,	for	example,	righteous	and	devout,	who	saw	the	infant	Jesus	being	

presented	in	the	Temple	and	knew	the	world	had	changed.	‘My	eyes	have	seen	your	

salvation,	which	you	have	prepared	in	the	presence	of	all	peoples’.	And	the	prophet	

Anna	who	also	got	it	on	first	encounter,	praising	God	and	speaking	about	the	child	to	

all	who	were	looking	for	the	redemption	of	Jerusalem.	In	a	glimpse,	each	saw	the	

meaning.	They	heard	beyond	‘the	shut-off	level’	of	our	‘simple	ears’.	So	again:	is	it	

																																																								
3	Max	Dulumunmun	Harrison,	My	People’s	Dreaming	(Sydney:	HarperCollinsPublishers,	2009),	p.7,	cited	in	Jan	
Morgan	&	Graeme	Garrett,	On	the	Edge:	A-Way	with	the	Ocean	(Melbourne:	Morning	Star	Publishing,	2018),	
p.19.	
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possible	to	expand	our	hearing,	to	become	attuned	at	a	different	level	to	the	fullness	

of	reality,	the	fullness	of	God?	Lisel	Mueller	doesn’t	ask	this	question.	But	I	think	the	

biblical	text	offers	us	some	hints.		

For	one	thing,	the	expansion	of	perception	seems	to	take	time.	Simeon	is	said	

to	have	been	‘looking	forward	to	the	consolation	of	Israel’	and	there’s	a	sense	of	

duration.	It	could	take	his	whole	life	long	for	the	promise	of	revelation	to	be	realised;	

he	knows	only	that	he	will	not	see	death	before	it	happens.	Likewise	Anna	‘was	of	a	

great	age’,	the	quintessence	of	age,	her	84	years	being	the	multiplication	of	seven	

and	twelve	which	are	the	two	numbers	representing	completion	in	the	Hebrew	

imagination.	And	she	has	been	dwelling	in	the	Temple,	fasting	and	praying,	for	

decades.		

When	Uncle	Max	talks	to	whitefellas	about	how	they	might	begin	to	hear	

country	speaking,	he	too	suggests	the	necessity	of	duration.	He	advises	going	to	the	

sea:	‘Stand	in	there	for	a	while	and	she	can	tell	you	something.	She	will	give	you	good	

insight’.	Stand	in	there	for	a	while.	Deeper	hearing,	it	seems,	takes	time	and	calls	

forth	patience.	It’s	a	practice	too	of	trust.	Simeon	and	Anna	and	Uncle	Max	trust	

there	is	something	more	to	listen	for.	Conscious	of	lack,	maybe,	conscious	of	longing	

for	fuller	insight,	present	to	a	larger	Presence,	they	are	prepared	to	wait	on	reality	

expectantly	but	non-anxiously,	non-graspingly.	They	are	humble,	prayerful	and	a	

good	spirit,	the	Holy	Spirit,	rests	upon	them.		

But,	in	the	end,	why	should	we	believe	there	is	something	more	to	hear?	

What	if	the	imagination	of	the	poet,	of	Scripture,	of	First	Nations’	people	is	just	

fanciful,	primitive,	projecting?	Don’t	we	all	know,	the	snake	doesn’t	really	crick	when	

it	stretches	full	length,	the	sun	makes	no	sound	when	it	breaks	through	the	clouds,	

there	is	no	God	who	speaks,	no	transcendent	Word	being	communicated,	and	isn’t	

Jesus	really	just	a	baby	like	any	other?	Well,	maybe	so.	Except	–	what	makes	us	

believe	the	dog	hears	something	more	than	we	do?	We	observe	his	behaviour,	his	

response,	and	the	response	itself	witnesses	to	the	reality	of	the	whistle,	the	call	of	
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the	master.	What	if	that	could	be	true	of	other	things	which	lie	at	the	current	limits	

of	my	perception?	

	What	might	incline	me	to	believe	that	Country	speaks?	I	see	the	lives	of	First	

Nations	peoples	nourished	and	integrated	by	their	relationship,	their	conversation	

with	their	Country,	and	their	lives	become	a	testimony.	I	glimpse	through	them	the	

possibility	of	a	world	more	richly	communicative	than	I’ve	ever	imagined.	And	what	

might	incline	me	to	believe	that	God	speaks?	I	look	at	the	lives	of	the	saints	–	Simeon	

and	Anna	and	Francis	–	and	I	notice	the	shape	they’re	given.	I	observe	how	living	as	

listeners,	following	a	call,	receiving	Jesus,	seems	to	enlarge	and	transfigure	them,	to	

liberate	them	and	provoke	in	them	joy,	wonder	and	praise.	I	notice	too	that	the	

more	I	seek	to	live	as	they	did	–	prayerfully,	humbly,	patiently	waiting	on	God	–	the	

more	I	too	seem	to	be	changed	like	this.	

Maybe	it’s	no	accident	that	a	culture	like	ours,	which	has	so	attenuated	its	

capacity	to	‘hear’	the	voice	of	the	natural	world,	should	also	struggle	to	‘hear’	the	

word	of	God.	On	this	Feast	of	St	Francis,	then,	let	us	practice	to	listen	anew;	let	us	

open	our	ears	and	so,	perhaps,	hear.	

	

	


