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        1 Kings 19:1-15a


The title of my Sharing this morning is, “The Still, Small Voice Said What?!”


I have often heard people—including many here at KC—reference a portion of this morning’s scripture when they talk about their experience of God.  God has not shown up in their lives in big and dramatic ways.  No voices from the clouds, no lightning bolts of insight, but rather a sense of quiet presence, a whisper of hope, a still sense of peace in the midst of conflict.  Would any of you describe your experience of God in this way?  

The people who experience God this way sometimes go a step further and suggest that their experience is a nudge towards a practice that all of us should adopt.  We need to take time to be quiet, to still our own thoughts and listen to the “still small voice” which is the voice of God.  Do any of you make silence a regular spiritual practice?  Have you ever recommended this practice to others?  Have you ever quoted or referred to this passage from 1 Kings when you’ve told others about the importance of silence?  I know that I have.

So, what do we do with the fact that the message Elijah received when he listened to the still, small voice was instructions to re-engaged in religious warfare, killing all of those who promoted the worship of Baal and enforcing the worship of Israel’s God, Yahweh, alone?  This is a down-right dangerous message—and it’s not like we can dismiss it as a relic of ancient times, as outmoded as the chariot.  There are people throughout our world today who believe that God is telling them to kill people who worship in a different way than they do.  Their conviction that violence is what God commands is a big part of what is wrong with the world today.  Do any of you agree?

So what do we do with this scripture?  Can we endorse the WAY in which Elijah heard this message without endorsing the CONTENT of what he actually heard?  Maybe we can.  But maybe we miss something important if we do.  Maybe Elijah’s process is linked to the message he received in a way that all of us—including those of us who hear God’s voice in silence—would do well to pay attention to.

The story of the Prophet Elijah is the story of a struggle within Israel over monotheism.  The reason for this struggle is an alliance between Israel and Phonecia, expressed and sealed by the marriage of King Ahab of Israel with Queen Jezebel of Phonecia.  Back in those days, each country had their own God, and an alliance of countries meant greater religious tolerance.  So, once Israel became friends with Phonecia, Israel became friends with the Phonecian god Baal.  (If you are interested in exploring these dynamics and how they shaped the development of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, I strongly recommend Robert Wright’s book, “The Evolution of God”.)  

Elijah was a prophet—a spokesperson and advocate—of Yahweh, and he was totally certain that tolerating the worship of Baal would be bad news for Israel.  A few chapters before this morning’s reading, he arranges for a public showdown between the Baal and all of his prophets and Yahweh and himself.  He gets two big bulls set up on a bunch of wood and he challenges the Prophets of Baal to call on their god to start a fire and offer up the bull as a burnt offering.  The 450 prophets call on Baal all day and nothing happens.  Then Elijah steps up and he begins by soaking all the wood for his offering with water.  Then he prays to Yahweh, and sure enough, fire comes down from heaven, burns up the bull, the woods and even evaporates all the water that had pooled around the alter.  All the people are convinced of Yahweh’s superior power and so they seize the 450 prophets of Baal and Elijah kills them all.  

Even though the drought which had been endangering everyone’s life ends at this point, Jezebel is still really, really mad at Elijah.  Elijah flees into the wilderness in order to avoid execution, and once he is out there he confronts God with his despair.  “O Lord, take away my life,” he prays, but instead, God sends an angel to sustain him.  Instead of returning to the world, he uses his new strength to travel even deeper into the wilderness.  When God finally speaks to him, he doesn’t seem particularly pleased with Elijah’s choices.  “What are you doing here?” God asks him twice.  Each time, Elijah is defensive in his reply:  “I am the only faithful person left in the world, your only true servant, and now even I am going to die.”  The world is all on his shoulders, and it has just gotten too heavy.

“I alone am left,” says Elijah.  But God begs to differ.  In the silence, Elijah hears the names of others who are faithful to Yahweh:  two who will become kings, Hazael and Jehu and one who will become a prophet, Elisha.  What’s more, Yahweh tells Elijah that there are 7,000 others in Israel who are faithful to the same God Elijah serves.  God tells him to return to civilization—and to return to community, to connect with others.  When we consider this part of God’s message, this story becomes a critique of Elijah’s practice more than an endorsement of it.  Maybe what God is really saying to Elijah on that mountain is go talk to some other people, go find community, and maybe then you’ll be able to hear my voice more clearly.


“I alone am left”, declares Elijah.  He was wrong, but out in the desert it sure did feel like that.  Quiet is, I’m certain, an important component of discernment.  But if we take that practice to an extreme, quiet becomes isolation.  Our withdrawal actually reinforces our sense of disconnection from other people, from those we are called to serve and love.  In the case of Elijah, his spiritual practice, his retreat, his quiet, his discernment of God’s voice in the silence was part of the problem, not part of the solution.


“I alone am left”, declares Elijah.  Today we ought to know better.  Intense spiritual experiences are easier to cultivate when you separate yourself, when you’re not distracted, when you can focus all of your attention on discerning God’s voice, when you’re surrounded by others who are just as intensely focused as you are.  But paranoia, hostility and self-righteous anger speak very, very loudly within our heads, and true discernment requires not just quieting outside voices, but quieting those inside voices as well.  At times that might require retreat, but any insights from retreat must be tested in community.  The point of discernment is to get beyond our own perspective and place our own lives into a bigger framework.


We are religious people in a post-9/11 world and we can no longer afford to be naive.  The 9/11 terrorists prayed all night before their attack.  They prayed as they broke through the cockpit door.  They offered their lives up to God and killed thousands of people along the way.  If we hadn’t already learned this from Elijah, those men proved once and for all that prayer and piety and self-purification and devotion are not guarantees of moral action.  So we need to be wiser now.  Along with our practices of silence and retreat, we need to take equally seriously another set of practices that shake us out of our sense of isolation, that make it impossible for us to believe that we have a corner on the truth.  

What if we sought to have conversations with people who have different backgrounds, different perspectives than we do, and committed to doing that as a spiritual practice?

What about learning another language, learning about another religion, traveling to another country or even another neighborhood to watch and learn about the lives of others as a spiritual practice?

What about seeking common ground between opposing sides as a spiritual practice?

These are not just the practice of a post-modern, pluralist church.  These are the practices of the ancient church, the church of Paul, composed of people of different social statuses, different races, different ethnicities.  We are not surprised to learn that there was conflict in these early churches.  There was competition among leaders, there were a number of people who were completely convinced that their way was the most faithful way.  Into that cacophony of discontent Paul sends this reminder:  You are all children of God.  There is no longer Jew or Greek, salve or free, male and female.  What you have in common is so much more important than what distinguishes you.  You are all dressed alike now, because you are all clothed with Christ.

This isn’t just theology that Paul is talking about.  This isn’t just an idea, a principle.  His words are the basis of a spiritual practice that leads to the kind of discernment that may well save our world.  God has shown up in this world and continues to show up, continues to be known, when we put on the clothing of the one who did not fight or kill in the name of righteousness but rather wrapped a towel around his waist and washed the feet of those he was supposed to be leading.

Thanks be to God.
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