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The cacophony is inescapable.  It surrounds us on our streets and highways . . . it blares at us 
without cease from our televisions . . . and it screams at us from the White House . . . from which 
endless chatter and direct lies blast us with unending fury and vitriol.	
 
Not only that, but we have a president and a congress who are determined to destroy the earth 
and its future with unending noise . . . all for the sake of today’s profit margin.  Oceanic seismic 
testing, banned by the previous administration, is slated for review by today’s leaders.  The level 
of noise from one underwater explosion will be heard 2,500 miles away.  A seismic airgun blast 
is 1 million times more intense than that of the call of a blue whale.  It would leave the animal 
permanently deaf. A whale swimming near Florida would be seriously injured by the seismic 
survey off the coast of South Carolina. The noise would inflict hearing damage on already-
endangered marine mammals, leaving them stranded. 	
 
How shall we hear Silence?  How shall all creatures hear silence?	
 
Railroads carrying potentially lethal loads of shale oil rumble through towns in the early hours, 
necessarily screamning their warnings at every crossing . . . and waking many, too early, every 
day.	
 
The top of the Cascades, once called the quietest place on earth, is regularly beset with the drone 
of commercial airplanes.  According to wildlife specialists, this has a dramatic effect upon the 
well-being of many species critical to the ecology of that region.	
 
Ubiquitous cell phones are paraded out at the most unseemly times and in the most fragile 
circumstances.  Their intrusions interrupt conversations, and they destroy personal contact in 
the context of people who are gathering for fellowship and nurture.  Recent studies conclude that 
the average cell phone user checks for texts and whatever about 200 times each day.   During 
the opening prayer of a funeral service the raucous jangle of a cell phone destroyed the sacred 
quiet of the moment.	
 
How shall we hear Silence? 
 
We have become a nation of walls bordering our freeways in order to give the nearby residents a 
semblance of peace and quiet . . . with the unintended consequence of also destroying access to 
habitat for the very fauna which we are endangering in many other ways.  Parts of the city of 
Inglewood in Southern California had to be dismantled and relocated to prevent residents from 
becoming literally sick from noise pollution from landings at LAX.  Instructors in Inglewood 
High recognized that, out of each 55 minute class period, they are able to teach for about 15 
minutes.  Worship at Holy Trinity Lutheran, directly under the approach pattern, is regularly 	
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disrupted by the airplanes . . . and when the take-offs are to the east the liturgy is simply shut 
down.	
 
Years ago, the City of  Davis made national news (and Comedy Hour), when a woman was 
arrested for snoring . . . noise meters in the apartment next to hers registered the sound to be far 
above legally acceptable levels.	
 
How shall we hear Silence? 
 
A couple was initially denied a permit to construct an event center on their 80 acre parcel until 
the neighbors were satisfied that the potential events would not disturb the tranquility, and the 
health, of their cattle and horses.  Much less that of the humans involved.	
 
Ever been to a wedding reception where you could not hear the voice of the person next to you, 
since the DJ or the live band saw it as their responsibility to drown out all music but their own?	
 
We live in a world of unfettered and continuous noise . . . and, no matter our schemes to 
control or manage it . . . Noise wins.	
 
With ears deafened, how, then, shall we hear Silence?	
 
We check in with Elijah . . . 	
 
Born in Tishbe, Elijah was God’s prophet during the 9th century BCE.  His legacy reigns today 
in that, at every Seder Feast at Passover, a cup filled with wine is set on the table . . . and 
everyone present stands at a given signal, when the door is opened, to allow Elijah to enter.	
 
King Ahab, wicked and unjust, was not a man of God . . . so, in the words of Maria Mallory 
White (Christian Century 7/19/17, page 21), a God-sent, miracle-working, one-man wrecking 
crew named Elijah showed up in the king’s court and demanded that his majesty repent . . . turn 
from his ways . . . or God would send a killing famine and a devastating drought upon the land.  
Jezebel, Ahab’s wife, is known for her evil and cunning ways.  So she sent Elijah a special, 
hand-delivered death threat.  Upon receiving this missive, Elijah, believing that discretion is the 
better part of valor, thought it best to get out of Dodge . . . so he traveled a day’s journey into the 
wilderness. There, sitting in the shade of a broom tree, Elijah asked the Lord to take away his 
life.  Not the first request for death with dignity.  Then, awakened from his sleep by an angel . . . 
angels are tasked with many different job descriptions . . . he discovered food and water, along 
with the command to continue his journey: forty days and forty nights . . . to Mount Horeb, the 
Mount of God.	
 
Forty is a favorite theme in scripture . . . the flood followed forty 40 days and nights of rain 	
(Gen 7:12) . . . after Moses slew the Egyptian, he spent 40 years in the desert (Ex 3, Acts 7:30) 	
. . . then 40 days on Sinai for the Commandments (Ex 24:18) . . . from the spies sent into the 
Promised land for 40 days to the Wilderness Wanderings for 40 years (Num 13:25, Deut 8:25) . . 
to Elijah’s 40 days hiding from Jezebel (I K 19:8) to Jesus’  40 in the wilderness . . . to the 
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church’s set-aside time of Lent . . . 40 days or years are common preludes to major, life-
changing, events.	
 
Elijah’s life was hardly one of ease . . . surrounded by turmoil, he went from bold and decisive to 
despair and depression . . . from timid and fearful . . . to experience the power of God in his 
very voice and being.	
 
So there he was . . . near the place where Moses saw the burning bush, and, later on, where 
Moses received the tablets of stone . . . Elijah, still reeling from the death threat, hid.  Moses 
was the first recorded occupant of that cave . . . who knows who else hid in it?  Perhaps it is 
we?  We can run from God . . .  however we cannot hide from God.  The Hound of Heaven 
relentlessly pursues with relentless grace . . . and then . . . God gives unending challenges.	
 
Commanded once more by the Lord, Elijah did the sensible thing:  he whined bitterly and sulked 
about how terrible matters were.  He was the one who trained our eldest child.   Nancy’s 
regimen, if she did not get her way, was to whine and sit on the pity pot.  This did not work for 
Nancy . . . and it didn’t work for Elijah.  Nevertheless hope forever triumphs over experience.	
 
Again Elijah was commanded to go forth and face the Lord . . . first the howling wind . . . then 
an earthquake . . . followed by a forest fire.  In none of these did Elijah hear the voice of God . . . 
which is contrary to today’s prosperity preachers, whose method is that if the argument is weak, 
yell louder.  	
 
After this plethora of noise-makers, silence . . . and in that silence, the still, small voice of God.	
 
Elijah tried to pull rank again with his pout . . . and, as usual, God would have none of it:  get on 
your way . . . get the job done . . . 	
 
No matter our circumstances . . . no matter our fears . . . God always has the last word . . . and 
that last word is “get up and do” . . . do the work of God to which we have been called.  From the 
mountaintops of meeting God, to the valleys where always remain the challenges of life and 
service . . . God first speaks . . . then God calls us to serve.	
 
Not in the wind . . . not in the earthquake . . . not in the fire . . . only in that still small voice.  The 
dilemma we face remains persistent.  Bombarded by the ever-present noise of the world which 
literally destroys the soul of life . . . how shall we hear that voice?  	
 
How shall we hear silence?	
 
We take some cues from nature . . .	
 
 A wise old owl sat in an oak	
 The more he saw, the less he spoke.	
 The less he spoke the more he heard.	
 Why can’t we be like that wise old bird?	
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Japan has a word:  “Shinrin-yoku”, which translates as taking in the forest atmosphere, or 
“forest bathing”.  The concept was developed by Japan’s Forestry Agency in order to promote 
well-being in an overworked population that has one of the highest rates of suicide in the world.  
The government set up what are called “forest bathing” trails, as a means of soaking up the 
quiet good of the woods . . . walking slowly among the trees or just sitting silently under them.  
The practice has spread throughout the globe, and, as American Entrepreneurship would quickly 
do, there is now an accrediting agency to conduct training and certification for forest-bathing 
leaders and guides.  It’s as if we are so accustomed to noise that we have to be taught by “the 
experts” how hear silence. The research coming out of this movement indicates that all the 
important human metrics find great benefit from listening to silence.  	
 
Our present administration, hell-bent to destroy our National Monuments and imperil our 
National Park system, if left to its own short-sightedness will, at the same time, destroy the soul 
of America all the while it will irreparably harm the hearts of her people. (National Parks 
Magazine, Summer, 2017.)	
 
In the midst of the most noisy and tumultuous first six months of a new administration this 
nation and her people have ever experienced, the election has sent a spirit-destroying tornado 
rampaging its way throughout the world, our nation, and her people, and destroying everything 
in its path.  The current presidency has come to be far more than a disagreeable political 
program . . . it directly contradicts the integrity of the Christian faith and undermines the 
public witness of the church.  The values of this administration, fiercely led by one who is 
narcissistic, pugilistic and vindictive, have become a terrible, direct assault on what Christian 
ethics teaches, and what we hope that our lives stand for.  The inner lives of many have been 
thrown into a spiritual black hole and emotional disequilibrium.  This is not a political issue . . . 
it is a deeply moral issue.   (Sojourners, April 2017, page 15).	
 
It will annihilate the well-being of the 99 per-cent.	
 
The leader of Bible Studies with members of the president’s cabinet and congress arrogantly 
states:  “God only hears the prayers of leaders and citizens who are upright and who live 
righteously through faith in Jesus Christ.”  That statement is reminiscent of one made in 1980  
by the then-head of the Southern Baptist Convention:  “With all due respect, God Almighty does 
not hear the prayer of a Jew.”  (Rightwing Watch 7/11/17).	
 
With this arrogant chatter . . . with these lies . . . all in the name of the Christ, how shall we hear 
Silence?	
 
The Church Year is of help . . .  
 
In this season of dislocation, we might begin with the Advent cry of John in the wilderness:  
“Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand.”  Repent . . . turn around . . . face an other direction  
(Mt 3:2).	
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We continue into the Season of Christmas in our minds and memories . . . and stand quiet 
enough to hear the song of the Angels:  “Glory to God on the highest, and on earth, Peace.”  We 
proclaim peace in the midst of the President’s hurricane-fueled forest fire which proclaims war.  	
(Lk 2:14).	
 
Quickly into Epiphany to test our own trials, our failures and our victories against those of Jesus 
. . . who faced them all down by quietly challenging and changing the questions of the devil.  
(Lk 4).	
 
On into Lent when we hear the words of the liturgy:  “Remember that you are dust . . .”  and 
from this position of humility we boldly take up the cross.	
 
When despair finds its way into our lives . . . when our Good Fridays assail . . . wait three days to 
be overwhelmed by the Silent Surprise of Easter’s dawn.  Only three days?  (Jn 20).	
 
The Great Awaking of Pentecost is ours every day . . . it takes but a few moments to listen to 
Silence as the Spirit blows quietly . . . or will it blow loudly . . . through our midst.  (Acts 2).	
 
The Church Year can be for us our Spiritual, and our life-saving, theological bathing trails.	
 
In addition, we can find these bathing trails wherever we are and whenever we are there:	
 from contemplating a pair of squirrels playing tag in a tree . . . or is it hide-and-seek?	
 to observing a pair of humming birds in aerial dog-fight . . .	
 from pondering the strength and the courage of a weed tenaciously growing in the crack  
 of a sidewalk, with neither care nor water to give it comfort and sustenance . . . 	
 to wondering how ants and wasps can instantly invade our picnic . . . what were they  
 planning to eat before we brought them meals on wheels?  Five loaves of stale  
 bread and a couple dead fish?	
 
And church itself is a place to hear silence, notwithstanding the propensity of preachers to 
break it . . . does it not seem enigmatic and self-contradictory that I spent about 30 hours 
preparing this homily . . . and we are investing about 20 minutes each listening to it . . . that’s 
about 45 cumulative hours listening to words about silence.  Episcopalians and Lutherans ought 
to become Quakers for a day . . . 	
 
In the words of Dorothy Fortenberry	
 Church is a group of broken individuals, united only by our brokenness, traveling 
 together asking only to be fixed.  My family and I don’t go to church to deny the 
 existence of the darkness.  We go to look so hard at the light that our eyes water.”  	
 (Christian Century 7/19/17, page 9).	
 
And, I add, to see silence.	
 
Lastly, we might read once more the texts for this day:	
 What will the Lord speak?  Righteousness.  Peace.  Love.  (Ps 88).	
 The Word is ever near you:  on your lips . . . in your heart . . . (Rom 10).	
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 And in the midst of life’s political and personal storms:  “Take heart . . . it is I”  (Mt 14).	
 
Then it’s our turn to get into the boat with Jesus.	
 
When the storms of noise either subside . . . or we ourselves conquer them . . . we then will 
hear Silence.  	
 
That might take 40 days . . . Nevertheless that Silence will inevitably be followed by the word of 
the Lord:  “Go . . . and do.”	
 
Amen.	


