
1 Kings 19:1-13 

Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, how he had killed all Baal’s prophets with the 
sword. Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah with this message: “May the gods do whatever they want 
to me if by this time tomorrow I haven’t made your life like the life of one of them.” 

Elijah was terrified. He got up and ran for his life. He arrived at Beer-sheba in Judah and left his 
assistant there. He himself went farther on into the desert a day’s journey. He finally sat down 
under a solitary broom bush. He longed for his own death: “It’s more than enough, Lord! Take my 
life because I’m no better than my ancestors.” He lay down and slept under the solitary broom 
bush. 

Then suddenly a messenger tapped him and said to him, “Get up! Eat something!” Elijah opened 
his eyes and saw flatbread baked on glowing coals and a jar of water right by his head. He ate and 
drank, and then went back to sleep. The Lord’s messenger returned a second time and tapped 
him. “Get up!” the messenger said. “Eat something, because you have a difficult road ahead of 
you.” Elijah got up, ate and drank, and went refreshed by that food for forty days and nights until 
he arrived at Horeb, God’s mountain. There he went into a cave and spent the night. 

The Lord’s word came to him and said, “Why are you here, Elijah?” 

Elijah replied, “I’ve been very passionate for the Lord God of heavenly forces because the Israelites 
have abandoned your covenant. They have torn down your altars, and they have murdered your 
prophets with the sword. I’m the only one left, and now they want to take my life too!” 

The Lord said, “Go out and stand at the mountain before the Lord. The Lord is passing by.” A very 
strong wind tore through the mountains and broke apart the stones before the Lord. But 
the Lord wasn’t in the wind. After the wind, there was an earthquake. But the Lord wasn’t in the 
earthquake. After the earthquake, there was a fire. But the Lord wasn’t in the fire. After the fire, 
there was a sound. Thin. Quiet. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his coat. He went out 
and stood at the cave’s entrance. A voice came to him and said, “Why are you here, Elijah?” 

*** 

We’re continuing our series on spiritual practices. These are ways we can deepen our awareness 
of God. We spend a lot of time talking about what we believe about God, but this is about real life 
and practice. How do we actually experience God, feel the Holy Spirit? How do we nurture our 
spiritual lives? That’s what spiritual practices are for.   

Our practice today is meditation, or contemplative prayer—prayer that is primarily silence and 
listening.  

This is one of my favorite stories about silence. But it doesn’t start quietly. It starts with a ton of 
noise. Elijah’s main conflict in life was with pagan prophets. He will do anything to defeat them. 
So right before our story he challenges 400 pagan prophets to something like a prophetic cook-off. 
The test was to make a cow spontaneously combust. Right. You can’t make this stuff up. Elijah 
wins. His cow explodes. The pagans’ cow just sits there. And then, seizing this moment of success, 
Elijah kills all of them.  



It’s a horrible story. I don’t have any way to make it mean something good. It’s just horrible. Elijah 
is trying to score points for God through violence and domination. That never works in the long 
run. Violence begets violence, and as soon as Elijah has won, Queen Jezebel threatens his life.  

So, he runs into the desert, afraid and full of despair. He sounds to me like he’s depressed. He 
isolates himself from everything and everyone. He feels completely alone. He just wants to sleep. 
He’s depressed. And in his depression an angel feeds him, and he travels deeper into the desert 
and up a sacred mountain until at last, the voice of God comes to him and says, “I’m going to 
show myself to you.”  

So Elijah summons all his courage, covers his face, and prepares to meet God. It says there was a 
tremendous whirlwind, an earthquake, a mighty fire, and Elijah didn’t find God in any of that. 
Then there’s thin quiet, the sound of sheer silence and at last, at last, Elijah finds God.  

We didn’t plan this, but the guest preacher last week, Lynn, also talked about finding God in 
silence. Her mother died; her son had a mental health crisis; and in the midst of grief, and despair, 
Lynn found God in silence. The silence of a Quaker meeting came alive and brought her comfort.  

That was Elijah’s experience. In the utter chaos of his life, in the whirlwind of his thoughts, in the 
earthquake of despair, the fire of “success” that turned to horror, in all of that chaos he finally 
found God in silence.  

This is what silence does. It moves us past all the chaos outside and inside. It takes us to a deeper 
place and brings us face to face with something sacred and beautiful.  

For Elijah and Lynn silence was a friend in despair. But we don’t have to be in despair to benefit 
from silence.  

There’s so much noise. Our society is noisy. I’ve pretty much stopped listening to podcasts and 
NPR because I just can’t stand having one more voice tell me what to think. Society is noisy. Our 
egos are noisy—always evaluating and judging and making things up. A full, amazing life is noisy. 
And even in a quiet life, there’s a difference between rattling around an empty house and genuine, 
intentional silence.  

Genuine, intentional silence, the kind of silence that comes through meditation, opens up space in 
our lives, and connects us with our deepest desires and questions. It connects us with what’s really 
true, what’s really real, an experience that we call God.  

There are a million ways to practice silence. Any bookstore has dozens of books about meditation. 
There’s Zen meditation, and mindfulness meditation, and yogic meditation, and breathwork. 
There’s meditation where you empty your mind, and meditation where you hold a mantra, and 
guided meditation where you use your imagination. The Christian tradition of meditation has been 
called contemplative prayer, and like other forms of meditation, it includes forms of prayer that 
empty ourselves, and forms of prayer that hold on to a word or image, and forms of prayer that 
focus on our breath. As a Muslim mystic put it, there are a million ways to kneel and kiss the sky.  

It’s easy to get overwhelmed with all of that. Silence has been a difficult practice for me. One 
reason is that I’ve spent years trying to find the “right” way to meditate. As if it needs to be more 
complicated than just shutting my mouth… and yet… as a talkative extrovert… this is harder than 
it sounds.   



Then there’s the matter of finding time and space for silence. As the mother of two five-year old’s, I 
know silence can be hard to come by. Mostly I find it by locking the bathroom door. But even 
then, there’s a whirlwind of whining and an earthquake of pounding on the door. There hasn’t 
been fire yet, but I wouldn’t rule it out.  

And yet, I know I need silence. I crave it. I love every bit I can get. I need to feel my own heart 
beating. I crave the rhythm of inhale and exhale. I love the practice of letting my thoughts settle 
like so much sediment in a stream. I need the thin… quiet… deep… silence.  

Of course, when we do finally get quiet, it’s not always a rose garden. We’re often met by all our 
demons. When Elijah got to the holy cave on the side of the mountain, everything erupted into 
chaos. We get quiet, and we realize how our minds are racing. We get still, and we realize how 
much is going on all the time. We suddenly discover what we’re anxious about—whether it’s 
planning for the future, or analyzing the past, or worrying about what other people think. If we 
want to know what haunts us, all we have to do is get quiet, and we’ll find out.  

Elijah stayed there through all that chaos, through the earthquake and the whirlwind and the rush 
of fire. And then he got to a deeper, sheer silence. This is what people who have gone deep into 
meditation have discovered. On the other side of all our thoughts is a deeper silence. People 
through the ages have called that deeper, profound silence God.  

There’s a point at which talking about silence gets silly. It’s better to actually be silent than to talk 
about. So, we’re going to stop here and practice silence together. We’ll be silent for several 
minutes. It may feel like forever. It may feel like nothing more than an instant. It may be 
uncomfortable. It may be delightful. I hope there will also be some calm in there for each of us, a 
taste of deeper silence. A taste of what this practice could be in our lives.  


