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There came, one season, a Christmas time in which the world seemed to overflow with a great and terrible noise.

The noise did not arise from any single place, nor any one person,  nor any particular nation.  It was the awful marriage of a thousand-thousand smaller noises, almost all of which were artificial, inhuman, even anti​​-human.  The noise came from things of metal, and of plastic, and even of seemingly innocent electrons, all conspiring one decibel at a time.   To be sure, there were a few human sounds mixed into the noise, but those voices were each in thrall to their machine masters-- the shouts of "You're breaking up, I'm going into a tunnel!" or the perma-smile salesman who speaks into microphones allowing the machines to take his voice everywhere at once.  These "voices" were no longer anything that could be called "natural," piling senselessly into the great noise, which grew and grew.   It was tumultuous, cacophonous, riotous, omnipresent.  It was, simply put, an amazing racket.

And it woke The Saint.

Some of you may remember the tale of the Christmas when the Saint very nearly overslept, and the problems which this caused.  You must take my word for it that his awakening too early is almost as bad, for being awakened before his time leaves the Saint almost unapproachably cranky…. and as you might imagine, a cranky saint is a problem.  The Saint is thousands of years old and brim-full of powerful magic, and while he is normally a kindly, gentle, jolly fellow, he has his pet peeves, and being awakened before he expects to be is one of his worst.

The Saint had been aware of the noise growing in the world for some time-- for decades in fact.  That time which humans had called "The Industrial Revolution" had added quite a bit of noise to the world, and the Saint had not been especially pleased at the clankings and roarings and general clatter which this age had brought about.  You know by now that the Saint keeps one eye and one ear on us at all times, hearing and seeing everything we do throughout the year to know the sort of Christmas we should enjoy.  While the Saint's body sleeps, his magical eyes and ears are everywhere at once, gathering in sights and sounds…. but back when the age of machines arrived, his ears began to gather more noise than the Saint was accustomed to.  He had, for a moment, been irked by this…. but he was old, and knew that change was the way of the world, and so he had shrugged his massive shoulders and supposed that this mechanized din was simply another case of mankind filling its potential.  He had contrived a few extra twists and turns of magic so that mere noise would have more difficulty reaching him, and he had returned to that year's slumber. 

But this year, things had simply gotten out of hand.

This was the noisiest year the humans had ever created.  The Saint's magical eye and ear had noted that almost every person had some sort of electronic speaker attached to them, often more than one, and each of these emitted a wide range of noises.  There were televisions and radios everywhere, each competing to be loudest, especially when braying their commercials.   Even the toys, for which the Saint and his Makers had a special affection, were noisy and insistent things, each one slyly manufactured to vie for the ears of youngsters by being louder or more penetrating than the surrounding sounds.  This year had more chirps, more beeps, more booms and ka-booms than anything ever experienced in the universe, and finally one evening, the Saint's clever twistings and turnings of magic failed him, and the shrill madness at last penetrated his saintly slumber….and he sat bolt upright in his great bed, his eyes wide, and he bellowed in a thundrous voice:

"BY ALL THAT IS HOLY AND GOOD COULD WE PLEASE STOP THIS NOISE!!!"

The command rolled forth from his chambers and into the world, gaining power as it went, a tidal wave of irresisitible force, bursting with magic and light.  It rolled over and around the entire planet, covering it and sinking into every moutain and valley, every building and tunnel….

… and the noises stopped.  

On street corners, all over the world, shuddering boom-cars, throbbing with bass, fell suddenly silent. Spokespersons hawking the latest diet moved their lips, but no sound came out.  On every sidewalk, people carrying cell phones suddenly halted in their tracks and cried out "what's that, I lost you, I've got a bad signal, I can’t--" and then even their own voices fell silent, struck mute by the Saint's magic.

Speakers in elevators and shopping malls suddenly went dead.  Toys which beeped and squawked and shrieked became as quiet as the bottom of the sea, no matter how many fresh batteries were tried.  Leaf blowers sputtered to stillness, and politicians all over the world found themselves stupefied when their micophones went quiet, their throats became still, and-- worst of all-- only other noisemakers noticed. 

Guns everywhere were suddenly mute and worthless. 

This is not to say that the world fell completely silent.  The sounds of birdsong could still be heard, as could the whoosh of the tides' comings and goings.  The laughter of children rang with a clarity unheard for more than a century.  At hundreds of shopping centers, school choirs assaying the work of Handel no longer had to struggle to be heard… and in one particular neighborhood, a small band of carolers sang "Silent Night," not knowing how true their heraldic harmonies had become as their voices lifted sweetly to the heavens and caught the ears of listeners hundreds of miles away.

Back in his chambers, the Saint is grumpily preparing to return to sleep, assuring his chief maker, Blaine, that everything is all right, that he simply lost his head for a moment and the spell will wear off in a few hours' time.  "I wonder, sir, if I might ask you something?" Blaine speaks carefully. "I'm as much against a noisy world as you are, sir, but…. I mean to say, sir, who are we to determine what should be counted as noise?"

The Saint harumphs, arranging his gigantic comforter around him.  "The Humans are the source of this noise, Blaine, and even their own scientists will tell you that when it comes to sound, there are only two components.  There is signal, and there is noise.  Signal is good, signal is what's supposed to be there…. and whatever isn't signal is, by definition, noise."

"And you have simply eliminated the noise, leaving only the signal?"

"Quite right."

"Then what, sir, may I ask, is the signal of humankind?"

The Saint smiles.  "Why, love, my dear Blaine.  Generosity, and goodness, and gentleness, music and joy and gratitude, all of these things, and love most of all.  Anything else is just noise."

Blaine returns his master's smile, and says "Of course, sir.  A silly question.  Sleep well, sir," and as the Saint sighs happily, rolling his massive body into his covers,  Blaine dims his lights and then closes his door gently behind him…. and the latch falls quite silently into place. 

