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“Hearing God’s Whisper” 

Text: 1Kings 19:1-15a 
 
A seminary professor began the semester by telling his students that one of the worst things in 
the church was to listen to a dull sermon.  Because of this, the professor was known to be very 
harsh in his critique of the students as they preached.   
 
One particular student was so anxious about preaching in front of this professor that he struggled 
to compose the sermon.  The delivery was even worse.  He knew it had not gone well.   
 
After he sat down, the professor offered this critique.  He said, “Rev. Jones, some sermons are 
worth hearing over and over again.”  The student was quite surprise by this opening and began to 
breathe a bit easier.  The professor continued, “If you find yourself choosing to preach this 
sermon again, confidently carry the manuscript into the pulpit, stand up straight, look your 
congregation in the eye and said, ‘I have no word from the Lord’ and then sit down.” 
 
Rather harsh commentary, but perhaps appropriate.  And lest you look at your watch and believe 
that this means you will get to the Sunday restaurant quicker this morning, stay in your pew.  I 
don’t know if this sermon is any good or not, but I intend to deliver it either way.   
 
The real reason for opening with that illustration is that life can be filled with discouraging 
moments.  Have you ever gone into work thinking, I’ve got nothing to offer today?  Have you 
ever been in the midst of a project and thought about giving up?  Where in your life have you 
experienced discouragement?  This sermon is aimed at those moments.   
 
The first thing I want to say is that feeling discouraged at times is normal.  Any new endeavor is 
often met with the enthusiasm and excitement of the new beginning.  But somewhere down the 
road, we begin to grow weary, the tedious tasks can weigh heavy, you find yourself asking what 
you were thinking when you began.  In running we call this “hitting the wall.”  These are the 
moments when you think about giving up.  I don’t want you to get stuck there, but I want you to 
know that such moments are normal.  Even the prophet in today’s reading experienced that level 
of discouragement. 
 
The events preceding today’s reading speak of a time in which Israel was struggling in its 
faithfulness.  They continued to worship the God of their ancestors.  But they had also begun to 
worship other gods as well.  It had become so prevalent that the prophet Elijah suggested a 
showdown, once and for all, to determine which God the nation would follow. 
 



A huge competition was held.  People came from all around to view this competition.  There on 
the mountaintop, the prophets of Baal created an altar alongside the altar to Yahweh.  The task 
was to see which God would light the fire on the altar.  Whoever did this would be declared the 
rightful God of the people and the other would be banished. 
 
Elijah was so confident, that he invited the prophets of Baal to go first.  They are singing, 
dancing, praying to their gods asking that they send fire down upon the altar.  Nothing happened.  
In a classic case of taunting, Elijah tells them to shout a little louder because maybe their gods 
were hard of hearing.  The prophets prayed and sang even louder.  Still nothing happened.  Then 
Elijah taunted them even more saying they should speak louder in the event that their gods had 
stepped away and were sitting on the toilet.  The prophets worked themselves into a frenzy trying 
to get their offerings to burn on the altar.  Still nothing. 
 
After they had fallen in exhaustion, Elijah very calmly stepped to his altar.  In order to illustrate 
God’s power, he began by pouring water onto the altar.  If one’s goal is to have fire consume the 
offering, this was a very odd thing to do.  Once it was all saturated, Elijah began to pray.  And as 
he did, fire descended from above and consumed the offering.  The competition was over and 
Elijah had won. 
 
One would think that such a victory would leave Elijah sitting on top of the world.  But it didn’t.  
What followed after this impressive victory was a threat from the rulers.  They were not happy 
with the outcome.  They vowed to have Elijah killed.  And so he fled into the wilderness.  This is 
where we pick up the story. 
 
The Bible says that he fled for his life.  What an unlikely turn of events!  Elijah had solved the 
question once and for all, but instead of remaining in Israel to celebrate God’s victory, he had 
been forced to flee into the wilderness. 
 
Last week, I was reminded of an important moment in the history of Indiana Methodism.  During 
the late 1950’s and into the 1960’s the Indiana Conference extended a welcome to many 
Methodist clergy who had been forced to leave their home conferences.  These were pastors 
living and working primarily in Mississippi and Alabama.  From the pulpits they preached of 
God’s kingdom and the call for racial equality.  They joined the marches and bus rides 
throughout the South.  But their efforts were not well received.  They were asked to leave their 
churches and even their conferences.  I know that several came to Indiana and had very 
successful pastorates.  But I am also curious about how many left the ministry and the church 
never got to experience their gifts. 
 
They experienced discouragement preaching the gospel in the South, but they found a renewed 
reception when they came to Indiana.  This leads me to a slight tangent, but amid whatever 
discouragement you may be facing, it is important to be faithful to who God created you to be.  It 
is always important to listen to the critiques and the oppositional statements, because often there 
is much wisdom there as well.  But, ultimately, you have to be true to who God calls you to be.  
Sometimes doing the right thing can be a very lonely road, as the poet described it, “a road less 
taken.”  There is no promise by Jesus that when you do the right things, you will be applauded 



and rewarded and there will be a parade in your honor.  Sometimes doing the right thing is met 
with anger and hostility, but your voice and actions are much needed. 
 
Elijah had to flee for his life, leaving the life he knew and going into the wilderness.  He was so 
discouraged that he sat under a tree and told God that he was willing to die there.  He waited.  
God didn’t take him.  He waited some more.  Still nothing.  And then he got tired and fell asleep 
under the safety of that tree. 
 
In a dream he felt an angel tap him on the shoulder and say to him, “Get up and eat.”  Before we 
talk about what the angel said, notice what the angel didn’t say.  The angel didn’t say, “How dare 
you waste your life like this.  Get over yourself!  Stop being so negative!”  The angel didn’t 
judge him, didn’t try to point out how good he had it.  The angel offered very simple advice.  
“Get up and have a bite to eat.”  We might begin to conclude that his discouragement has 
progressed to full blown depression.  He has no will to live.  The angel doesn’t negate those 
feelings, but offers a simple starting point.  Get a bite to eat. 
 
In his book, “Let Your Life Speak” Quaker author Parker Palmer writes openly and honestly 
about his struggles with depression.  In one of those moments, he wrote about friends that came 
by and tried to persuade him that things would get better.  They were well-meaning and well-
intentioned.  They tried to encourage him back to wellness.   
 
What made the biggest difference was a friend who, with permission, came by each afternoon, 
knelt down in front of him and would massage his feet.  Oftentimes he said nothing.  
Occasionally as he might say, “I can feel your struggle today or “It feels like you are getting 
stronger.”  This went on day after day.  Looking back, Parker credits this quiet presence and act 
of kindness with helping him to know that he was not alone and helping him find a way through 
the dark depression.   
 
I am also reminded of Anne Lamott’s description of a difficult time in her life.  When she asked 
how she was going to make it through this, a friend simply responded, “Left foot, right foot, 
breathe.”  Amid the difficult times of life, be it discouragement or depression, sometimes the 
most helpful advice is found in those little things.  The angel’s advice to get a little something to 
eat.  A friend who can offer a gentle, healing touch.  The quiet encouragement to not worry about 
the final destination, just take simple steps, “Left foot, right foot, breathe.” 
 
 Elijah begins to take a little nourishment.  It doesn’t remove the discouragement.  It doesn’t 
make everything magically better.  It is a simple step on that road to healing.  He continued to do 
this for forty days and forty nights.  Remember this isn’t a literal time reference.  It is a way of 
saying, “a very long time.”  It might have been longer than that.  It might have been shorter, but 
felt like forever.  For a long time, Elijah was alone and feeling quite discouraged. 
 
Perhaps the deepest discouragement came from the spiritual emptiness.  Although he had done 
God’s work, he felt very alone.  God seemed quite distant.  Again, I want to say to all who have 
ever experienced such a moment, “Do not be hard on yourself.”  This is not the sign of a weak or 
even an absent faith.  There are times when God feels so near and so real that you could reach 
out and touch the Divine.  And there are other times when your prayers seem dry as dust and 



church doesn’t bring any comfort and you wonder whether God is anywhere to be found.  You 
are not alone in those feelings. 
 
Elijah begins to search for God.  Elijah prays to God stating that he has done everything he was 
asked to do.  Now he feels alone and abandoned.  He wants to hear the voice of God, to be 
reassured that he is not alone.  And so he waits.  A series of events take place in the wilderness. 
 
First there is a great wind, so strong that it broke the rocks and split the mountains.  Elijah is 
expectant, but when the wind subsides, he concludes that God was not in the wind. 
 
Then there was an earthquake, the ground all around him shaking.  But God was not in the 
earthquake.  After this there was a great fire.  But God was not in the fire.  After all these 
powerful events, there was sheer silence.  God was found in the silence.  Elijah found the 
encouragement and hope he was looking for in that moment of silence. 
 
Although one might expect to find God in the roaring thunders, the earth-shaking events, more 
often than not God speaks in what the psalmist describes as that “still, small voice.”  Holy 
moments are more likely to be found in the quiet stillness in which we can patiently listen.  It 
seems counterintuitive, but in those moments when we feel alone, when it feels that God is 
distant, one of the best things that we can do is to be still and patient and listen for that subtle 
voice that reminds us that we are not alone. 
 
While struggling with depression, Parker Palmer was struggling with a sleepless night.  There in 
the darkness he heard a voice say, “I love you Parker.”  The words were not audible, but came 
from the silence within.  He notes that they could not have come from his own ego because he 
was consumed with too much self-hatred and despair to have uttered them.  He could only 
conclude that in the silence of the night, God had spoken to him. 
 
The Christian life is sometimes met with discouragement, doubt and even depression.  We see 
that even in the prophets of old.  When those moments come, do not give up.  Keep showing up.  
Take a little nourishment, both the food that fills the body and the feeds the spirit.  Be 
patient…with God and with yourself.  Be gentle with yourself and find those quiet spaces, the 
sheer silence, where we can experience the voice and presence and love of God. 


