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Sermon for June 23, 2019 

1 Kings 19:1-18 

“a sound of sheer silence” 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

The other day our family was at a restaurant where ordering your food 

involves walking along a counter and telling a server what toppings you want. The 

music in the restaurant was so loud that I had difficulty hearing what the server was 

asking me. I continually had to lean in and ask her to repeat herself. 

Now you could say that my inability to hear has more to do with my age than 

the volume of the music being played. However, I find that the world we live in has 

become very noisy. And I’m not just talking about the loud music that is played in 

restaurants and stores. 

The volume of noise has risen over the years in terms of the media. Loud 

opinions are being broadcast via television and radio.  

Politicians loudly proclaim their agendas as they shout down anyone with an 

opposing viewpoint.  

Many people carry smart phones and are therefore always connected to social 

media or the endless stream of news.  

There is the noise of machinery such as cars, lawn mowers, and leaf blowers. 

There is so much noise in our world that it can feel overwhelming. It can also 

be detrimental to our physical, emotional, and spiritual health. Being bombarded by 

noise can increase our anxiety and make it difficult to focus. 

In this morning’s reading from First Kings we find an individual who is in 

need of silence. The prophet Elijah has been involved in a noisy battle with the 

prophets of a foreign God. When this dispute leads to Elijah’s life being threatened, 

he flees to the wilderness. 

In great despair, Elijah prays to God that he might die. Elijah is experiencing 

what we call today “burn out.” He wants to quit his job of by a spokesperson for 

God.  

When God asks, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” He responds with words 

of self-pity, saying that he has been very zealous in his work for God. And, that he 

is the only person left in the entire world doing this important work.  
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Elijah is then instructed to stand on a mountain and wait for God to pass by. 

According to the story, God is not in the great wind, the earthquake, or the fire. It is 

in the sheer silence that Elijah hears God speaking. In the silence God once again 

ask, “What are you doing here Elijah?” 

 Biblical Scholar, Tom Harpur, suggest that this is a key question for Elijah, 

and every one of us. He writes,   

 “I have found that if you are caught in a crises of tension, pressure, or anxiety, 

or if you experience nagging moments of panic, you can help yourself begin to 

unravel the worst of it by asking yourself this question: What am I doing in this 

“place” of my life’s journey? How did I get here and where did I make the wrong 

move, choice, utterance, or omission? Answering that question can be hard work and 

is not, of itself, an instant solution. But as Elijah found, facing the truth is the first 

step toward healing…” 

Tom Harpur goes on to say, “…The cosmic, Divine Presence made itself 

know in the sound of silence, a silence more eloquent, more searching, more healing 

than anything Elijah had ever known.” (Seasons of the Spirit, Fusion, Pentecost 

2019, Page 31) 

As Tom Harpur suggests, times of silence can help us to see more clearly how 

the decisions we have made have led to the particular place we are at. Elijah, who is 

physically and emotionally exhausted, answers God’s question with some good ole 

fashioned whining. Elijah says that he has been doing an amazing job of defending 

God and that he is the only faithful person left on the planet.  

Like Elijah, there may be times in your life in which you feel exhausted and 

alone in your pursuit of God’s justice. It may be that you work to create greater 

equality in your place of employment or your school. Maybe you are an advocate 

for the care of the earth. Or, you are encouraging law makers to implement sensible 

gun laws.  

In the silence of the wilderness Elijah hears God more clearly. He is reminded 

that God is with him and that he is not alone in his work for justice. God tells Elijah 

that there are several thousand faithful people in Israel. 

Elijah is not sure what is ahead of him, but he has renewed trust that God will 

be with him and that somehow things will work out. So Elijah gets up and heads 

down the mountain. 

In reflecting on this story about Elijah Tom Harpur writes, 
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“There is tremendous power in this timeless story. It is not about magical 

remedies or great piety. It’s rooted in reality. It’s about the stuff of life – strenuous 

exertion, fatigue, burnout, depression, and self-pity on the one hand; and renewed 

courage, illumination, and wholeness on the other. How does this renewal come? By 

hearing the heavenly voice within, by seeing the situation as it is, by challenging 

one’s self-serving illusions, by finding fresh tasks to do, and by the renewed sense 

of others – a community – to serve and be with.” (Seasons of the Spirit, Fusion, 

Pentecost 2019, Page 31) 

In our noisy world it is difficult to find times of silence where we can listen 

more thoughtfully to God. And yet, it is so important that we do so. 

During the months of summer, you may have the opportunity, like Elijah, to 

spend time in a wilderness place. Take a quiet walk in the woods and sit under the 

cool shade of tree, or kayak quietly along the shore of a lake.  

If you don’t have the opportunity to visit a wilderness location, find ways to 

be in silence in your own home or yard. Turn off the things that make noise in your 

life, including your cell phone. Sit in silence and reflect on where you are at in your 

life.  

Another option is to come and sit in this sanctuary on a day when no one else 

is here. In the silence of this space, open yourself to what God is sharing with you. 

The story of Elijah gives us permission to be honest with God about our 

feelings.  

It is okay to share with God that you are feeling afraid or in danger. 

It is okay to tell God that you are feeling frustrated and alone. 

It is okay to admit that you are feeling burned out. 

Like Elijah, these times of silence, can help us to remember that God is with 

us and that there are countless other individuals throughout the world who share our 

vision and who are working to create greater justice. 

 It was Elijah’s experience in the silence of the wilderness that restored him to 

do the work he was called to do. Our times of silence can also lead to restoration of 

mind, body and spirit. They can renew us for the work that is before us. 

 Friends, it is my hope that you will find such moments of silence and that as 

Tom Harpur suggest, “The cosmic, Divine Presence will make itself know to you in 

the sound of silence, a silence more eloquent, more searching, more healing than 

anything you have ever know.” 
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