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WHERE IS THE LORD?
1 Kings 19:2-18; Matthew 14:22-33

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

August 7, 2011


As the calendar turned to August this week, I found my mind turning one day to school – and to some of the teachers I have had in years past.  Two came to mind in particular: Coach Stanback and Mrs. Garrett.  Coach Stanback was the gym teacher and basketball and baseball coach in my junior high.  He was a commanding presence: tough, strong, and loud.  You did what he said or else.  He may not have been an army drill sergeant in real life but he could certainly play one in the movies.


Mrs. Garrett was my fourth grade teacher.  She could have not been more different.  She was soft spoken – I can never remember her raising her voice.  But she was no pushover: she always seemed to have control of her classroom.  My mom served as a chaperone on a class trip to Williamsburg one time, and as a former teacher, she marveled at the way Mrs. Garrett had us all trying to do our best to live up to her expectations.  She may have been the best teacher I ever had.  


When it comes to God, many of us expect a holy Coach Stanback: dramatic, commanding, powerful, and loud.  What if God were more like Mrs. Garrett?


Consider the passage we just read in 1 Kings and its description of Elijah in the cave.  Now Elijah may seem like an exotic character of little relevance to today.  After all, he lived more than 2500 years ago in a very different kind of world.  He had a job that probably none of us will ever have assigned to us: as a prophet of God, commissioned by God to be God’s spokesperson.  And in 1 Kings 18, we hear him do something we will definitely never attempt to do – or see done.  Elijah has a kind of duel with 450 prophets of the god, Baal, worshipped by the King Ahab and Queen Jezebel.  The question was who could get their God to bring fire to a sacrificial bull – the 450 Baal prophets or Elijah, the one prophet of the Israelite God.  Elijah wins – the sacrifice is consumed by fire from the sky even though Elijah has it drenched in water first.  

But when you get to chapter 19, Elijah suddenly seems like someone we might know – or even see in a mirror.  The Elijah we encounter in chapter 19 is a burnt out case: despondent, weary, self-pitying, and feeling like no one is one his side.  Queen Jezebel has put a price on his head.  Elijah feels abandoned by everyone – including God.  He has done what God wanted him to do and now what does he have to show for it?  If you have ever felt scared or simply weary, if you have ever felt underappreciated and all alone, if you have ever felt that there is a bigger job to be done than you know how to do and there is no one to help you – then you know something of what it is like to be Elijah here in 1 Kings 19.

Elijah is holed up in a cave in Mt. Horeb, or as it is also known, Mt. Sinai, when the voice of the Lord comes to him: “Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.”  Then a series of cataclysmic events occur.  First there is a great wind, so strong that it can break rocks into pieces.  “But the Lord was not in the wind,” 1 King tells us.  And then there is an earthquake.  But once again, the author of 1 Kings tells us that “the Lord was not in the earthquake.”  And then there is fire, perhaps not unlike the fire that came down in 1 Kings 18 and lit the sacrificial pyre.  But this time the Lord is not in the fire either.

Where is the Lord?  After the wind, earthquake, and fire, there is just silence – “the sound of sheer silence,” is how our translation reads.  The Hebrew is not easy to translate.  Other translations say, “a softly whispering voice,” or a “still small voice.”  In any case, this is where Elijah finds God – and it is the silence that finally draws Elijah out from hiding in the cave.  He stumbles to the entrance and then receives another word from God – one that gives him new purpose and a new assignment.  
Where is God?  When times are tough, when we are as weary and desperate as Elijah, where do we look for an appearance or word from God?  In the storm or in an earthquake?  In the spectacular or the miraculous?

Let us be honest with ourselves.  When we are facing a difficult decision, don’t we long for a clear and decisive answer?  A voice that speaks as clearly as the mp3 play plugged into our ear?  Some people are so anxious to find clearcut signs that they will make a mountain out of a molehill.  For example, I recall hearing about two seminary students who were trying to pick between two seminaries, and when they pulled up to one seminary they got a clear sign they thought.  There was a Shell gas station near the seminary.  As the two prospective students approached the gas station and campus they saw that the light in the “S” in the sign was burnt out so that what was left read, “Hell.”  Seems like God was speaking loud and clear, they concluded, and turned around and drove to the other seminary campus.  Do you think that was a sign from God just for those two?  I am inclined to think that it was a sign for the owner of the gas station that he needed to replace the light tube.
If we are facing a difficult decision and there is no voice that speaks to us in the middle of the night, and no burnt out light bulb – where is the Lord?

Some people build their faith on miracles they have seen or read about.  They think that God is clearly at work in the world if miracles can be observed and counted.  But what if the healing we pray for doesn’t happen?  Where is the Lord?  Does that mean God is not present or God is not speaking?

Like Elijah, we want a God who is on our side – and proves it to everyone by helping us to prosper and by insuring that the wicked and disobedient perish.  After every natural disaster, there is some preacher somewhere quoted as saying how this is a sign from God – a sign about how other people are not doing what God wants and this is how God shows his displeasure.  But what if we suffer from the storm?  What if we are the ones struggling while those who are not trying nearly as hard as we are to do God’s will are the ones who are successful?  Then, where is the Lord?  Is the Lord absent?  Is the Lord silent?
Sometimes God is like Coach Stainback – speaking loudly and dramatically and in such a way that no one can mistake what God is up to.  But sometimes, perhaps most times, God is more like Mrs. Garrett: speaking gently as a still small voice.  Acting not so much through the spectacular and miraculous but through the ordinary and mundane aspects of every day life.  Sometimes, perhaps most times, God does not overwhelm us with God’s extraordinary power but instead speaks gently through the quiet and ordinary to draw us out of our caves so that we can receive what God wants to give us.  
We may want a quick answer, an easy solution.  What God may want is to develop a relationship with us that will change us and help us grow.  And change and growth cannot be rushed.  

For example, take those difficult decisions we need to make.  Perhaps we will hear a voice from God, perhaps we will get a clear answer that cannot be questioned.  But more often, I think, we will have the experience that one of our youth advisors shared with the youth on the recent workcamp.  He was recalling a difficult job decision: he and his family had received an offer to move across the country to work for an exciting company with better pay and chances for growth.  What he said to the youth was something like this:  “We prayed about it,” he said.  “We talked it over with Kerry and Carter and with other friends.”  “We asked how can we best serve the Lord?”  “We didn’t hear a voice, but gradually over time we came to a decision that felt like the right one, the faithful one.”  And then he relayed to the youth how shortly thereafter, one of their parents became seriously ill, and they were so grateful that they had remained in Pennsylvania.  God had shown them the way, not loudly but quietly, not dramatically but gently.  And they had been paying attention.
Where is the Lord?  Consider the prayers offered for dramatic healing.  Where is the Lord, when that just doesn’t happen?  The Lord is there, just as active, just as loving, if we can see not just with our own eyes, but also with the eyes of faith.  Michael Lindvall, a Presbyterian pastor in New York City, speaks of a good friend of deep faith who was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease when he was still in his fifties.  He prayed that he might be healed.  But he has had the Parkinson’s disease for a decade.  And yet, he eventually told Lindvall that his prayers had been answered: “I have been healed, but not of Parkinson’s disease; I have been healed of my fear of the disease.”

God appears, but not always in the ways or in the places that we expect.  God speaks but not always with the words that we want to hear.    Elijah expects God to be in the earthquake but God is in the silence.  Elijah wants to hear that his job is over and he can go back home.  Instead, God gives him a new commission.  Sometimes when we only look for God in the dramatic and miraculous, we are in danger of missing what God is doing and saying through the ordinary stuff of life.  Maybe that is why so few people were there to witness His son’s birth in a barn.  And why so few understood that his death on the cross was not an end but a beginning.  
When it came to Mrs. Garrett, she did not try to overpower us with a loud voice like Coach Stanback did.  Instead, she taught us to listen for her voice – and to realize that if we were talking too loud and not listening, we would miss what she wanted to tell us.

Are we tuned in, are we listening for God if God speaks in the sheer silence to us.  Too often, however, our lives can be filled with distractions, too often filled with noise, that we leave no space for God to speak to us or for us to hear.  And it is an issue for all of us, no matter what age we are.  I have visited more than one older person who has complained of youth who are always plugged in through music or telephones.  But even as they say this, KYW-1060 is blaring non-stop in the background, or the television is on.  
Silence is golden, especially if we want God’s voice to be more important than all of the other voices in our lives.  The time we spend with someone always makes a difference – especially when that Someone is God.
The story is told of a ship years ago that advertized an open position for the ship’s Morse Code operator.  Like now, times were tough, and there were a number of applicants for the job.  They filled up the waiting area as they waited to be called in.  There was a lot of nervous chatter as you might imagine.  So much so that no one really noticed the sounds coming through the ceiling speakers.
Then one applicant came in and sat down.  Suddenly, she jumped up, walked into the private office without being called even though there were many in line ahead of her.  The other applicants were understandably upset – especially after she walked out later with the job.  Why was she hired?  Because all that time when people were waiting in the waiting room, amid the din of conversation the dots and dashes of Morse code were quietly being broadcast.  What was the message?  “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.”

Like the sounds of Morse code coming over the office intercom, God is present and God is speaking.  The question is: are we paying attention?  
� Michael Lindvall, The Christian Life (Louisville: Geneva Press, 2001), 74.





