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“Listen”  
1 Kings 19:9b-13

9At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 10He answered, “I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” 11He said, “Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; 12and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. 13When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 


I’m sure you all know Elijah’s story, but I want to put this reading in context.  In the story preceeding this one, Elijah has just faced down the priests of Baal in a contest that proved His God true and theirs false.  450 Priests of Baal laid out a wooden altar and cut up a sacrificial bull to place on it.  Then they prayed for Baal to send down fire to set the sacrifice ablaze.  They prayed and they called out.  They even cut themselves to prove their commitment to  Baal, but nothing happened.  Elijah let this go on for a very long time; I think he was enjoying the spectacle.   Finally Elijah built his own wooden altar and cut up his own sacrificial bull.  He even had people pour water all over it.  And when he prayed, the divine fire came from the heavens and consumed the sacrifice.  You might think that this was the end, God’s power proven and Elijah rewarded for his faith, but Elijah took things a little further:  He had all 450 of the Priests killed.  He took things too far for Queen Jezebel who promised to take Elijah’s life before a day had passed.

So Elijah did the only thing a smart person would do—he took off to Beer-sheba.  I guess that wasn’t far enough to make him feel safe, because we’re told that he left his servant there and wandered off into the wilderness where angels ministered to him and God spoke to him and kept him in the desert for 40 days and 40 nights.  He ended up on Mt Sinai where he hid in a cave, still complaining to God about his enemies and their desire to kill him.

OK, that’s the context; Elijah has proven that God is mighty and powerful enough to send down fire from heaven, and for quite a long time he has been begging that mighty, powerful God to save his life.  Yet he was still afraid.  The Bible says that Elijah looked for the voice of God in a raging wind storm.  He looked for God in an earthquake.  He looked for God in raging fire.  But God was not there.  When he finally found the voice of this mighty, powerful God it was in stillness and the voice was not much more than a whisper.


Great story, isn’t it?  One of my favorites.  It’s a story that calls us to find the still, small voice of God that will calm all our fears, reassure us of God’s love and grace, and most of all focus our attention on God in a way that brings us together.  For too much of the time we are too far apart—us and God.  For too much of the time we are caught up in the whirlwinds, earthquakes, and fires of life and, like Elijah, we will not find the voice of God there.  I want us to think about these whirlwinds, earthquakes, and fires that surround us and do something about them.

You and I spend too much time trying to find the voice of God in the mighty winds of our own voices.  Our prayers are all words that leave God no opportunity to get a word in edgeways.  It’s like we don’t believe God understand what’s going on in our lives and we have to explain everything.  And then once what we want is explained, we have to convince God to do what we want.  And then there are the mighty winds of our own voices that blow out of arguments about what we should or should not believe and what we should or should not do.  I grew up in a church that blew winds like that.  I was an adult before I realized that God cared more about loving me than criticizing me for playing cards, dancing, smoking, going to movies on Sunday or being attracted to that little girl with the blond hair in my class at school.  When we think that Christianity is all about us, our every word blows a mighty wind that does not contain the voice of God.  Christianity is not about us—it’s about God.

In our prayers we need to shut up and listen to God.  In our daily lives we need to listen to each other and listen to the world around us.  A friend of mine is quite an outdoorsman. On each of the emails he sends out there is a simple line on the bottom of the page:  “Never do wisdom and nature disagree.”  Maybe if we stop talking and thinking about ourselves so much, we will finally hear the voice of God calling to us out of the world around us and the people we meet every day. 


We look for God in the whirlwind of our own voices.  We also look for God in the earthquake of our own stomping feet.  We expect too much to be handed to us.  God gives us hamburger and we stomp our feet demanding steak.  God gives us a roof over our heads and we stomp our feet demanding more bedrooms and a three-car garage.  God gives us children and we stomp our feet demanding kids that never get into trouble and who always treat us with more respect than we deserve.  If there is any argument that convinces me that God loves me unconditionally, I just have to think about how much I have been given in spite of my childish demands for more.

We can’t possibly hear the voice of God when we constantly are focused in on what it is that we want out of life.  The earth shakes with our tantrums about injustice, unfulfilled dreams, insufficient incomes, and the insults of others.  There is a voice there, however, but it can be heard only when we stop worrying so much about what we have or don’t have in life.  There are times when I wish it were true that the man who dies with the most toys wins, but it just isn’t so!  When we quiet our wanting and set aside our needing we might just hear a small voice saying “you want to put an end to injustice?  Go and treat others justly.  You want to fulfill your dreams?  I’ll tell you what’s worth dreaming about.  You worried about your income not being enough?  Take a long look at what you really need.  You upset about the insults of others?  Go love them with all your heart.”  That voice is a quiet voice and it cannot be heard until we stop stomping our feet.  We look for God in the whirlwind of our own voices and the earthquake of our stomping feet.  We also look for God in the fire of our own desires.  My latest desire is for a 1956 Ford Crown Victoria.  I’ve overcome that desire in years past, but it’s back.  Give me a spare moment and I’ll head to ebay and see if there are any for sale (there are, by the way.  There’s a nice black and white one in Texas.  The auction ends in 6 days and about 15 hours from now).  I’m poking fun right now, of course, but our desires can set fire to our satisfaction with life.  I think a desire is something more and more dangerous than a want.  We might just be able to get what we want, but a desire takes us up to another level.  I suppose I might be able to buy a Crown Vick someday, but if I let it get to me today, it obscures my vision of what my life and the lives of others need right now.  Desire is lusting after something you can’t have, whatever that might be.  We can lust after people, or power, or fame, or wealth (how many of you bought a lottery ticket in the last month or two?—don’t raise your hands, there are several ministers watching).  When I was in high school our football team played for the state championship one year.  I prayed for them to win and when they didn’t I was furioius with God for months.  I know a woman who developed a number of health issues when she was a teenager.  She lusted after good health all her life, until she died barely into her 60’s.  Those years were hard years on her and everyone around her.  Her unfulfilled desire made her grow angry and more negative by the year.  Her disapointment  with God was obvious.  Her unhappiness was a fire that consumed people and relationships.  You’ve probably heard it said “it’s not about getting what you want--it’s about wanting what you get.”  The fire of our own desires seduces us into living fantasy lives and the voice of God  cannot be heard when you live in a fantasy.  It is time for us to step back into reality and quiet our desires enough to hear God speak.

Elijah was able to move beyond looking for God in the mighty and powerful storms of life.  He found God when things finally quieted down.  It took him 40 days and nights to get there, but he got there and found God waiting and ready to send him on his way—God’s way.  I suppose that it is no coincidence that Jesus was also sent into the wilderness for 40 days and 40 nights where voices of temptation tried to drown out the voice of God.  I pray for each of us to set behind us the winds of our own voices, the earthquakes of our own stomping feet, and the fires of our desire.  I pray for each of us to be increasingly able to hear that quiet voice so that God can send us on our way—God’s way.
