Inner Work

A Pentecost 8--1 Kings 19:9-18


I read somewhere that hung juries of eleven to one or ten to two are extremely rare.  According to this article, three hold-outs can resist a majority opinion indefinitely, but two or fewer are very unlikely to withstand the pressure to cave.  Mind you, I don't know if this is true--I've certainly heard of eleven-to-one hung juries--but it does speak to the incredible discomfort of being the only one holding a certain opinion.  Huge amounts of pressure can be brought to bear, especially if everyone else in the room needs you to change your mind so they can go back to their lives!  So people who speak their truth and find little or no support for it--whether as jurors or whistle-blowers or visionaries ahead of their time--are among the loneliest people in the world.  


Such is the state of Elijah in our Old Testament reading today.  He has been trying to turn the Israelites away from the worship of a local deity named Baal and back to worship of God, or Yahweh in Hebrew.  This job has been made politically difficult by the fact that the king of Israel, Ahab, is married to a priestess of Baal named Jezebel.  Jezebel has done all she can to murder Elijah's fellow prophets.  When Elijah orchestrates a public test in which Yahweh bests Baal and then Elijah seizes on Yahweh's triumph to execute Baal's prophets, Jezebel soon turns her ire and her death threats on him.  


So Elijah flees from this political tumult into the desert where he asks God to let him die.  I mean, he is so terrified for his safety, so utterly alone, that he is literally suicidal.  He would rather expire than live with the pressure of being hunted down.  However, God does not let Elijah die.  God feeds Elijah so he can make a forty-day journey to a cave on Mount Horeb, also often called Mount Sinai in the Old Testament.  This is the same mountain on which God was revealed to Moses and gave Moses the commandments.


This is where today's reading picks up, with Elijah, the last true prophet of the northern kingdom, quaking and praying for death or rescue on top of Mount Horeb.  God tells Elijah to stand on the mountain so God may be revealed to him.  We are told that a massive wind rushes past, but God is not in the wind.  Then an earthquake shakes the mountain, but God is not in the earthquake.  Then a fire leaps up, but God is not in the fire either.  Contrary to Biblical habit, God does not appear in any of these flashy and awesome signs.  Instead, God appears to Elijah in "the sound of sheer silence" that follows--sometimes translated as a "still, small voice."  Why?  The more I think about it, the stranger it seems, that God would not appear out of a whirlwind, as in Job, or out of a devouring fire, as in Exodus.  In fact, I can think of no other place in Scripture in which utter silence brings the presence of God.  What is the point of this uncharacteristic mode of appearance?


I'm honestly not sure.  But I hear in this passage a moment of rare and contemporary psychological wisdom.  We live in a loud and flashy world, even more than the ancients, a world full of distraction and the worship of false gods.  And each passing year seems to splinter our attention further, as we flit from one demand to another.  I was just noticing the other day how the simple act of opening a computer to open a file or retrieve some information leads to myriad distractions, from the links and headlines on the first webpage, to the emails dropping incessantly into my inbox.  Before I realize it, an hour has passed and I have partially worked on four or five different things without even getting to the original reason I opened the computer.  How easy it is to be drawn outward into this world of interactions, to bounce from one situation to another like a pinball, constantly reacting to what is outside of us.  How easy to close the door on any real prayer life, to project our demons outward and try to fight them there.


I had a conversation about this with my spiritual director just last month.  I was in the midst of a very painful and difficult situation which was pulling up anguish whose roots reached deep into my early years.  And this anguish was making it hard for me to get up in the morning and go for my usual morning run.  I mean, psychologically, I felt like Elijah, overwhelmed by dread to the point of sleeplessness and distraction.  I was even losing weight.  And my spiritual director said, "Maybe your job right now is not to run.  Don't run.  Running is outer work.  Do the inner work you need to do.  Take this struggle through the guided meditation we have done together.  Or journal about it.  Raise it to God in prayer.  That is part of your call as a priest, and part of your personal spiritual call as well.  To do inner work and not just outer work."


She was right, of course.  And what she was saying is what 1 Kings may well be saying in its depiction of God's appearance to Elijah in today's story.  When you are out in the world trying to bear witness to God's wishes, especially in the midst of conflict, it is important, also, to do the inner work.  Quiet yourself.  Pray.  God meets us and can give us what we need, if we stop our constant doing, our harassed, anxious running from one cause to another, our distracted attention ricocheting from gales to earthquakes to fires, and just wait.  Just listen.  Just allow ourselves to enter into the sound of sheer silence, where we come face to face with our true selves and, of course, with the still, small voice of God.

