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			“The real deal . . . Kent Maxson is all about the music. What you see is what you get. And you’re going to love it.”

			Garth Brooks

			“It’ll be a fun and great adventure.”

			Lloyd Maines, Grammy Award Winning Music Producer and Musician. Producer of The Chicks (formerly known as The Dixie Chicks). Lloyd Wayne Maines was inducted into the Austin City Limits Hall of Fame as one of the first three members, along with Willie Nelson and Stevie Ray Vaughn.

			“Kent has the eye of an observer, the heart of a poet, and the mind of a dreamer, a good combination for any songwriter to have.”

			Kent Blazy, songwriter of “If Tomorrow Never Comes,” recorded by Garth Brooks

			“He is a truly sensitive and honest guy, and his work shows it.”

			David MacKechnie, Songwriter of “Phones Are Ringing” by Martina McBride, “Sweet Melinda” by John Denver, and “The Further You Go” by Kenny Rogers.

			“Kent is a wonderful writer indeed—with all the skills you’d expect from a Nashville pro. But what makes his writing so special is his great big heart. Every word comes straight from there!”

			Buddy Mondlock, musician and multi-platinum songwriter of “Every Now and Then,” recorded by Garth Brooks. His songs have been recorded by Joan Baez, Peter, Paul & Mary, David Wilcox, Cry Cry Cry, and Janis Ian. 

			“I love that guy! Every song from Kent is filled with a crystal-clear vision of the emotion it is written to evoke.”

			Randy Finchum, songwriter of “I Can’t Wait to Waste a Little Time” by Sammy Kershaw and 2014 SON Country Countdown Song of the Year “Jesus Was a Rebel” 

			“This book is a must-read for everyone who has walked through pain and suffering, desperately trying to hang onto the promises of God. Through the power of song Kent tears open the curtain and reveals his personal story of pain, faith, and transformation.” 

			Danny Tutwiler, Lutheran pastor (retired) and founder of Kingdom Guide
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			May all that has been reduced to noise in you become music again.

			David Teems, To Love Is Christ

		


		
			​Introduction 
Underneath the Noise

			Country Music Hall of Fame songwriter Harlan Howard once said, “Country music ain’t nothin’ but three chords and the truth.” That just means a song is some happy fusion of downhome simplicity and character, of farsightedness and charm, that you don’t need four chords or five when three will work just fine. While I could not agree more with Mr. Howard’s assessment, master craftsman that he was, and while I have done my best to live by that motto, he knew there was much more to it than that. What Harlan Howard knew, what all songwriters know, is that a song is able to say things that other forms of communication most often can’t, that a song engages the imagination and emotions like no other form of expression, and that under the influence of imaginative language, it is able to reach parts of us that are often hidden away or remote—those things we keep to ourselves, the deep and tender parts. It is the latter, those deep and tender parts, that this book is about. 

			Because human interaction can be messy at times, and often with those closest to us, there will always be things that need to be said, things that at times only a lyric or a poem can say or dare to say, language with the necessary reach and penetration. Every songwriter knows that. He or she also knows timing and word choice are critical. Songwriting is an unusual calling, and every songwriter comes to it in his or her own way. Me? I was wounded into it. But hold that thought for the moment. 

			When creating a thing of beauty or fascination, whether writing a song, authoring a book, painting, sculpting, writing an essay or a poem—it hardly matters—the creative act will follow a similar pattern whatever the medium, a process that is, literally, older than time. 

			Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.

			Genesis 1:2–3 

			First, there is a lack of order‚ blankness, a chaos of a particular kind. Every song idea, every image, every inspired moment that hopes to become a work of art, however grand or however humble, is without shape or substance—that is, undiscovered. For a song to emerge from this stew will demand trial after trial, experiment upon experiment, some hits, some misses—looking under every metaphorical rock, through every chink—auditioning one phrase, one line, then another, against a melody that may itself be unshaped. It may mean trashing an idea altogether and starting over. The point is the songwriter willingly enters this riot of creation, and while it may not be the most comfortable place to be, he or she knows that is where the music is, that success means emerging from this chaos, and with a song. It implies a pioneering of self, so to speak. If this part of the process is unavoidable, and it is, it is also necessary, stretching the songwriter, as it does, beyond former imaginative limits, all in the attempt to discover the poetry underneath the noise, the beauty hiding in the dark. I am talking about songwriting, of course, but this process offers a useful image of growth and forward movement in matters of the spirit.

			When my own life began to drift (or plunge) into disorder and chaos, all I wanted to do was “emerge,” that is, to get to the other side. I found out quickly, however, that I could not tiptoe around it, detour, skip a step, negotiate with God, promise to be a good boy, or close my eyes hoping it would go away. I had no choice but to walk through it (sometimes stumble, sometimes crawl), formless and empty as it was—as I was—without light or roadmap. I certainly didn’t think of my life as a potential work of art, that this emptiness had purpose or any bearing at all on who I was or what I was to become. I can say now it was worth it, that I had to endure the worst that I might know God’s truest and best. 

			When the light came on at last, I was altered. Sure, there will always be refinements to consider, the “from glory to glory” kind, but I was whole again. There was meaning in all I suffered, and beauty. God was the songwriter. I was the song. Li​​ke creation itself in its slow, blind journey from chaos to clarity, to borrow a line from a Robert Frost poem, there was “no way out but through.”  

			While each chapter in this book will include a song lyric and a chapter to go with it, the point is not the song itself—how I wrote it, who I pitched it to, who recorded it, or any of those things. A well-written song needs no explanation but itself, which is the very thing we love about it. It leaves us satisfied and craving more at the same time. Kind of like love. Or the spiritual life. As suggested above, a song has a hidden life of its own. And while a lyric may not seem to tell all, it says just enough to make you feel something deeply and get a sense of meaning that goes beyond explanation. While songwriting plays a part in this book, if but a metaphorical one (an image of creation), this book is not about a song. It is about a songwriter—me. It is the account of one man’s acquisition of spiritual backbone and the costs involved in its purchase. 

			The idea of putting a song and a book together isn’t all that new. King Solomon once said, “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9, NIV). While lines like that seem to take the fun right out of everything, especially if you are a creative thinker striving for originality, Solomon is worth taking a brief look.

			Solomon was a songwriter, a remarkable one considering his many responsibilities as king. And with 700 wives and 300 concubines, it’s a wonder he had time to write much of anything. Forgive the levity, but songwriting came naturally to Solomon. It was in his blood. Hank Williams Jr. might say it was a “family tradition.” Solomon’s dad was a songwriter. King David not only wrote songs and lots of them, he played guitar as well, or at least some early form of one. Like Hank Sr., King David was more troubled than his son, a little more famous, his reputation a little darker, his agony more agonized, his struggles deeper and more penetrating, his songs more memorable. Most of them came at an unspeakable cost. Because of that, Dad’s songs have a different tone than those of his son, a different music (again, not unlike the Hanks), sung best in a minor key. But when his songs celebrate, there is no splendor like them, no greater height that words can reach. Warrior poet that he was, David gave words to joy and despair the way only a poet of the highest order could, writing some of the most beautiful lines ever written, the kind we love to commit to memory, that we love to speak out loud. 

			The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

			He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.

			Psalm 23:1–2, KJV 

			The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear? 

			The Lord is the stronghold of my life—of whom shall I be afraid? 

			Psalm 27:12, NIV 

			Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.

			Psalm 139:7–10, NIV

			Unlike his father, Solomon wrote one long and delicious love song—symphonic, ecstatic, oozing with honey or myrrh. In its way, you could say it is a book of songs, with titles like “More Delightful Than Wine,” “Your Name Is Like Perfume,” “Until the Day Breaks and the Shadows Flee,” “Among the Lilies,” “His Banner Over Me Is Love,” “A Love as Strong as Death,” and many more. It is one of the most beautiful books in the Bible, if not in all world literature, and it is found in the very heart of Scripture, in its warm center, a steamy little number called Song of Solomon. Both a song and a book, it exposes the romance of God and in an English language worthy of it. The following excerpt demonstrates the deathless resilience of love. 

			Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is as strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire, which hath a most vehement flame. Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it: if a man would give all the substance of his house, it would utterly be contemned.

			Song of Solomon, 8:6–7, KJV

			Of the many things songwriting demands of a writer, a refined sense of organization is one of the more necessary ones—each word in its place, each phrase, each verse, all contributing to the architecture and beauty of a single piece of music. Solomon, whose reputation for wisdom was already widely known, was therefore entrusted by God to build his house (temple) in Jerusalem, an honor that his father, David, a man of blood, was denied. It was a house of worship. The plans were specific. There were to be three sections, or courts, each one separated from the other by a curtain. The first curtain was at the gate of the outer courtyard that separated the people from the tabernacle. The second curtain separated the outer courtyard from the Holy Place. Only priests were allowed to enter the Holy Place. The third curtain opened the way into the Most Holy Place, otherwise known as the Holy of Holies. The high priest alone could enter the Holy of Holies, and only once a year on the Day of Atonement. On that day, he would make a blood offering to God. The offering was placed on the mercy seat as an atonement offering for his sins and the sins of the people. It was this third curtain, the one that allowed entrance into the Most Holy Place, that was torn in two at the death of Jesus. 

			And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook, the rocks split.

			Matthew 27:50–52, NIV

			. . . where our forerunner, Jesus, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek. 

			Hebrews 6:20, NIV

			Not to twist us up in a metaphor, but this tear in the fabric simply means that the way to God is open. We no longer have to put on fancy robes, endure long and lavish ceremonies, kill a goat, a lamb, or any other creature, or go behind any curtain with some secret language to approach God. Christ provided a simpler and more efficient way. The way is costly, certainly, but it is a way of freedom, the purest kind of freedom found only in Christ, our high priest, who lives among us and who abides sweetly in our hearts. We do not have to use church language or special songs to communicate, praise, or worship God. We can approach him as we are—with what words we have or with that which has no words. This allows us access not only to God, but to that innermost chamber of ourselves, having removed the partition that separates me from me, ourselves from ourselves, the deeper knowledge of which, while costly, allows you and me to deal more efficiently with those pesky emotional and psychological woes that burden us, those strongholds that cheat us of the power to change. 

			As redemption does its mysterious work, I not only have deeper and truer access to myself, to my inner court, it rends the veil between myself and others as well. Is it easy? Or painless? Not exactly. 

			After the Fire

			I am a Nashville songwriter. I have had my share of successes, as many Nashville songwriters have. I have a gold record on my wall. Songwriting is what I was put upon this earth to do. Did I come by that revelation early? In some ways I did. When you grow up in a household of creative folks and want your moment in the sun, you tend to discover early what you do best. I was fortunate that way. Writing songs helped me work out some issues of my own and make music out of them. Still, the part you’re not told as a kid (or if you are told, you don’t have the tools to understand) is that certain conditions have to be met first, and most of them I was not prepared for. 

			Truth is, I was prepared for very little. Though I knew I wanted to be a songwriter, it took years to become a reality. My journey to the craft was a long one. I had to experience a whole lot of life before any song would dare entrust itself to my keeping. It is not a matter of pounce and grab. That’s not how it works. Because a song (or a book) is a living thing, it becomes a partnership of a kind. You could call it a courtship under a certain light. I have suffered for my understanding. But the end was and remains not only worth it, but there was also much music in it. “After the fire,” Scripture says, came a still small voice. I tremble to think about it now. Only then, only after life has left a few indelible prints, do you possibly have anything of value to say. 

			You often hear songwriters say of a song that “it wrote itself,” meaning simply that the song was easy in them, that they did the work of listening first, listening deeply, that by some instinct they knew when to be aggressive and when not to, when to push, when to wait. It is a beautiful process, not unlike falling in love. There is a law of attraction at work. An idea or a story that becomes a song will demand words that not only stick but that have the movement, those musical qualities and power that make them irresistible and inevitable. All that to say, the best thing one can do for a song is to let it happen. Another way to say it, and this applies to the spiritual life as well, is to surrender to it, to the process. This takes years of learning the craft both on its surface and underneath (where there is always a lot going on), but the long apprenticeship is worth it.

			The ability to communicate well, to write with polish and impact, to put words on paper or to a strain of music, can be used for good. It can also be used for purposes that are not so good. A well-written, well-thought-out text can deliver necessary insight at the very moment insight is needed. Or it can be used to distract, to hide sinister motives and evil intent. What that requires of me is responsible use of language. Why? Because it matters. Let me repeat that: Because it matters. Scripture says so. 

			Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruits.

			Proverbs 18:21

			Look at the ships also, though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still directed by a very small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot desires. So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great things.

			James 3:4–5, NASB1995

			By way of stories and songs, I have done my best to express some of the experiences I have encountered in my life and how they have shaped my faith and bestowed on me the clarity I lacked, to be able to see and think and process as God has appointed. Feel free to test every word of every line in this book against the truth found in Scripture. That includes every song, whether you listen to it or read the lyric. Not every song I have included in this book is necessarily a “Christian” song, though underneath all of them lies the hope of Christ. 

			Like you, I have sought answers to countless questions about who Jesus is, grappling with my inner monologue, unsettling as it is at times, on how he can possibly forgive or love me. I am not a Bible scholar, nor am I an authority on the God I profess to follow. Not having written a book before, I had help with that too. Like many of you, I am a perpetual student, a sinner who has figuratively crawled to the foot of the cross looking for freedom and release from my own sins, and, ultimately, to know the quiet heart that comes with revelation of him who once hung there. Like you, I have been lost, found, unfound, found again, saved, punished, forgiven, hopeless, redeemed, crushed, reborn, ignored, and loved. And there is a lot of music in all that. 

			At last, Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses—in Jerusalem, in all of Judea, in Samaria, and in every part of the world” (Acts 1:8, NCV). I am not his salesperson or his defense attorney. He wants you and me to be his witness, to let the power of our words, the persuasion of the Holy Spirit, and the sacred text written within each of them to do its strange work, offering, as it does, revelation, redemption, and the liberty it invites and celebrates not only for you, reader, but for me as well. I just thought it time to put it down on paper. 

		


		
			​Chapter 1 
I Never Dreamed You’d Speak So Softly 

			If you’ve answered, Lord, I must have missed it. 

			Are you near, ’cause all I hear are crickets. . .

			Kent Maxson and Randy Finchum, “Crickets”

			How do you sustain your faith in God when life does not go as you planned, or when God doesn’t show up as you were convinced he should? What are we to think when prayers seem ineffective and heaven mute? How can a person have faith in an all-loving God when after screaming out in pain there is only silence? I suppose there are answers for these questions, and I am certain none of them are easy. I know I didn’t have any. Such things most often have to be woven into a song, a book, a sonnet, something. 

			Historically, art has always been the best outlet for the difficult questions of life, joy when it has no words, or heartbreak. Without a history or a philosophy lecture, art has a way of getting underneath such questions, of penetrating the very heart of them and finding a way in that might not have been thought of otherwise. For me, that choice was clear: I would write a song. Even so, I wrestled with the idea for years. And, as you might guess, it wrestled back. It would not leave me alone, nor would the questions that drove it, the ones that at last bullied me into words. I had no choice but to do
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