Stories That Shape Us: Listening for the Truth
1 Kings 19:1-15a


The story is told of a group of applicants who were seeking a position as a ship’s Morse Code operator.


As the applicants were waiting to be interviewed, their conversations filled the room. They were so busy talking that they were oblivious to the sound of dots and dashes that emanated from an intercom.


Another applicant entered the room, took a seat, and waited quietly. Suddenly she jumped up and quickly walked into the private office. After a few minutes, she emerged as the ship’s newest employee.


The other applicants began to complain: “We were here first. How could you go ahead of us and get the job?”


The woman replied, “Any of you could have gotten them job if you’d just been quiet long enough to pay attention to the message on the intercom.”


“What message?” they asked.


“The code said, ‘A ship’s operator must always be on the alert. The first person who gets this message and comes directly into my office will get the job.’”


Sometimes the messages we most need to hear come unexpectedly. What matters is our willingness to put aside our expectations so that we can truly listen.

I’m guessing that the prophet Elijah thought he knew exactly how to listen—especially when it came to messages from God. In many ways Elijah is “the” prophet of Hebrew scripture. If Moses serves as shorthand for the law, then Elijah does the same for the prophets.

We encounter Elijah’s story midcourse. He seems to appear out of thin air. We don’t know where he comes from or how he was called. We simply learn that God sent him to deliver a message to King Ahab.

Now Ahab wasn’t a bad sort of guy, but he was married to a local woman named Jezebel. The queen seemed more committed to her religion than the king was to the worship of Yahweh. And there laid the problem.


Because of Jezebel’s influence, the worship of Baal spread among the people of Israel. And so Yahweh sent Elijah to confront Ahab.


As you might guess, that encounter didn’t go as well as Elijah might have hoped. But that wasn’t the end of the story. Ultimately Elijah faced off against four hundred prophets of Baal, and this time things went even better than he might have hoped.


When word reached Jezebel that Elijah had out done her prophets and that those prophets now were all dead, she was enraged. She decided that Elijah should meet the exact same fate.

When Elijah—the prophet who’d just staged one of the greatest public demonstrations of Yahweh’s unique power—heard about Jezebel’s threat, he became so afraid that he ran for his life. The one who’d shown God’s power now showed his own humanity.


When Elijah reached the desert far to the south, he finally stopped and sat under a juniper tree. Trembling with fear, sick with despair, and overcome by self-pity, Elijah told God: “It’s enough. I’ve had it. Just take my life. After all, I’m only human, and I’m the only one left who’s serving you. Now they want me dead. So just end it all now.”


We’ve probably all sat under our own juniper tree. Perhaps one of a sadness so deep we don’t think we’ll ever be happy again. Or one of a depression that captures our mind and spirit and body. Or one of despair and hopelessness. Or one of failure, shame, self-doubt.


As Elijah sat under his juniper tree, he experienced the quiet intervention of grace. First, he was given sleep, which sometimes itself is a remarkable gift. As he slept, someone came and woke him and said, “Eat.” He looked up and saw a biscuit and some water. He ate and regained his strength.


Sometimes grace intervenes in our lives in common, lowly, everyday clothing. Sometimes when we’re at our lowest what changes everything is something small and simple: a telephone call, a letter, a visit from a friend, a conversation over a cup of coffee, a good night’s sleep, a hopeful dream.


Revived by sleep and food, Elijah traveled farther south to Mount Horeb—which was none other than Mount Sinai. It was the holy mountain where amid wind, earthquake, and fire God gave Moses the Ten Commandments and revealed the divine presence.


Elijah climbed the mountain and took shelter in a cave. God came near and asked, “Elijah, what are you doing here?” Elijah answered, “I’ve been zealous for Yahweh. Yet the people of Israel have forsaken their covenant, ruined the sacred altars, and killed God’s prophets. I’m left alone, and now they want to kill me.” God then told him, “Go stand on the mountain before Yahweh.”

Perhaps Elijah expected God to appear in a certain way—perhaps even in the same way God had appeared to Moses on that very mountain.


But Elijah was about to experience one of the holy moments of sacred history. Here’s how the stark simplicity of the Hebrew language tells the story:

And there was a mighty wind, not in the wind was Yahweh.

And after the wind, an earthquake, not in the earthquake was Yahweh.

And after the earthquake, fire; Yahweh was not in the fire.

And after the fire, the sound of crushed silence.


There Elijah was, hoping for God to reveal the divine presence as before. But God came unexpectedly. In the sound of crushed silence, there was God.


And in that silence, Elijah heard a message—a message of truth about himself, about God, and about how people enter into relationship with God.


Elijah had to learn that being zealous isn’t enough. He’d need patience and a commitment to work with the people over a long period of time. And their commitment to the divine covenant wouldn’t happen just because of miraculous events—because those events aren’t the only way God works in the world. Instead, the people would need to develop a more profound and personal relationship with God. In the noise of human life, the people would need to learn to listen for God in silence.


When I think of Mother Teresa, I visualize her in active mode. Caring for people in great need. Meeting with world leaders. Traveling the globe to teach about her understanding of the gospel.

And yet in an article she wrote a number of years ago but I only recently discovered, Mother Teresa reflected on the need she had for silence in her life.


She wrote: “We cannot put ourselves directly in the presence of God if we do not practice internal and external silence. In silence we will find new energy and true unity. Silence gives us a new outlook on everything. . . .


“Listen in silence because if your heart is full of other things you cannot hear the voice of God. But when you have listened to the voice of God in the stillness of your heart, then your heart is filled with God.”

Mother Teresa contended that we can’t find God in noise or agitation. But though silence we can hear God everywhere—in the closing of a door, in the person who needs us, in the birds that sing, in the flowers, in the animals.

And how do we listen in silence? Mother Teresa said we must practice.


We may practice silence of the eyes—“by seeking always the beauty and goodness of God everywhere, and closing them to the faults of others and to all that is sinful and disturbing to the soul.”

We may practice silence of the ears—“by listening always to the voice of God and to the cry of the poor and the needy, and closing them to all other voices that come from fallen human nature, such as gossip, tale bearing, and uncharitable words.”

We may practice silence of the tongue—“by praising God and speaking the life-giving Word of God that is the truth, that enlightens and inspires, brings peace, hope, and joy; and by refraining from self-defense and every word that causes darkness, turmoil, pain, and death.”

We may practice silence of the mind—“by opening it to the truth and knowledge of God in prayer and contemplation . . . and by closing it to all untruths, distractions, destructive thoughts, rash judgments, false suspicions of others, vengeful thoughts, and desires.”


And we may practice silence of the heart—“by loving God with our heart, soul, mind, and strength; loving one another as God loves; and avoiding all selfishness, hatred, envy, jealousy, and greed.”


As we practice listening for God in silence, may we—like Elijah—hear the message we most need. Amen.
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