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1 Kings 19:11-13, Luke 21:5-19

“God speaks to those who listen.” For two years these words hung over the toilet in my bathroom. They now have much more dignified place in my office. This picture was a graduation gift from a dear friend and spiritual advisor. 

“God speaks to those who listen.” Often when I read this, I am frustrated and convicted. Why can’t I hear God speaking? Am I not listening? Am I not listening hard enough? I suspect I am not alone in feeling this way. 

Few people today hear God in the way we read about in the Bible. We rarely chat with God while strolling through the garden or have conversations with burning bushes. We worry about people who claim to hear voices calling their names in the night or have visions of God on a throne surrounded by six winged seraphim. We seldom encounter angels or have dreams that provide clear (or even blurry) instructions. We are not wandering around Galilee with Jesus of Nazareth and his circle of friends. It is even unusual for us to meet God through mystical experience like Teresa of Avilla or John of the Cross or to hear God speak clearly in scripture like Martin Luther or the early Anabaptist community.

We begin to wonder…is God still speaking? 

Wonders 

Lord, you sometimes speak in wonders,
unmistakable and clear;
mighty signs to prove your presence,
overcoming doubt and fear.
O Lord, you sometimes speak in wonders.
 

 “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom there will be great earthquakes, and famines and plagues. There will be dreadful portents and great signs from heaven.”
 

With texts like this, I wish I was the pulpit pounding type of preacher! Rather than “overcoming doubt and fear” as we sang together earlier, the “mighty signs” described in the gospel reading seem more likely to insight fear. These words from Jesus are unsettling. 
They are not what we expect to hear at Ottawa Mennonite Church. Surely this gospel the property of televangelists, the Left Behind series, and people trying to breed the perfect red heifer to sacrifice in Jerusalem to trigger the return of Jesus. 

It is easy to dismiss this portion of Luke. In fact, it is not listed on the back of the bulletin with the other lectionary readings for this morning. However, this is gospel reading being heard in churches around the world today and these or similar words are found on the lips of Jesus many times throughout the gospels. What might they mean for us…here…today?

Jesus and his circle of followers expected the world to end at any moment. Groups of Christians throughout the ages have had that same expectation. If you listen to pop radio on your way home from church today you will likely be invited to “party like it’s 19-n-n-99” and “party like it’s the end of the world, party like its 2012.” Apparently Ricky J and Jay Sean cannot reach a consensus regarding the timing of their apocalyptic fiesta…or even whether or not it has already happened. Despite a cultural emphasis on living only for the present, we realistically no longer expect the world to end tomorrow: too many signs have been misinterpreted, too many times the “time has been near” and yet far. We have developed a healthy agnosticism with regards to all things apocalyptic.  And, anyway, these are not really the right questions to be asking.  

The parts of scripture that we call “apocalyptic literature,” like this speech from Jesus, are not primarily talking about the future. Jesus is speaking in rich symbolic language that applies to his own time, as well as our time, and many times in between. This type of prophecy brings together history and hope for the present moment. 

In a theology course when I first saw we were going to be studying “eschatology,” one of those famously inaccessible theological terms meaning “the study of the end,” I was sceptical. However, I soon discovered that questions of eschatology are some of the most important: What is the purpose of everything? 
Is change possible? Will it get better? Is there hope? Is God still speaking? 

Whispers
Lord, you sometimes speak in whispers,
still and small and scarcely heard;
only those who want to listen
catch the all-important word.

O Lord, you sometimes speak in whispers.
 

Jesus’ offers a warning about persecution after his warning about signs: “they will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over, you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name.”

This warning is one of the ways Jesus’ words resonate with his time, with our time, and with many times in between. Persecution in one form or another and in one place or another has been a constant in the history of the church. 
However, Jesus’ warning is paired with a promise: “When you face persecution,” Jesus says, “I will give you words and wisdom.”
 Perhaps these words are God’s whispers. 
We listen for God’s whispers in the words of Stephen, the first Christian martyr who uttered these last words as he was being stoned: “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. Do not hold this sin against them.”
 “I will give you words and wisdom,” says Jesus. 
We listen for God’s whispers in the words of early Anabaptist martyrs who went to their deaths singing. A few minutes ago we sang together, “The word of God is solid ground.”
 This is a hymn from the Ausbund,  the oldest Christian songbook in continuous use. Many of the early Anabaptist hymns included in the volume were written in sixteenth century prisons and sung on pyres. Much of what we know about the origins of our Mennonite faith tradition is gathered from testimony given in court by Anabaptists arrested for their faith and in accounts of their deaths. “I will give you words and wisdom,” Jesus says. 
We listen for God’s whispers in the words of the Meseretes Kristos Church, the Mennonite Church in Ethiopia, who met secretly in one another’s homes to quietly pray and read scripture when the government suppressed the church in the 1980s. After ten years, when a new government took power, the church emerged from hiding and everyone was shocked to discover it had grown from 5000 members to 50,000 members underground. “When you face persecution, I will give you words and wisdom,” Jesus says.
We do not glorify oppression, we do not desire martyrdom, yet we admire persistence in persecution. In the words proclaimed or sung or whispered at these times we hear the word of God. Yet sometimes even the whispers fade and we ask yet again: Is God still speaking? 

Silence 

Lord, you sometimes speak in silence,
through our loud and noisy day;
we can know and trust you better
when we quietly wait and pray.

O Lord, you sometimes speak in silence.
 

When we hear the story of Elijah’s encounter with God on Mount Horeb it goes by so quickly. Woosh. Boom. Crackle. [        ] Three loud bursts of noise and a moment of silence. 30 seconds or less start to finish. And we were waiting for the moment of silence anyway. We all know how the story ends. It was obvious Elijah would hear the still small voice of God in the silence, right? Maybe it is for us, but I doubt it was for him. 

Elijah goes up the mountain to a cool dark cave to wait for God. He waits and waits and waits and waits. Then suddenly the wind picks up and Elijah thinks, “Finally God is going to speak to me in this wind.” The wind is dangerous and destructive, shattering stone, tearing up trees, whining and wailing for hours and hours like a sick child. It whistles through the clefts in the rock and thunders like a luffing sail against Elijah’s eardrums. It goes on for days and days. It seems like it is never going to end. Elijah, exhausted and longing for relief, hides in the deepest recesses of the cave with ears open. Elijah keeps listening……..but God is not in the wind. 

When at last the wind abates, the mountain begins to tremble: the earth quakes. Avalanches rumble down around the cave. The ground shifts constantly beneath Elijah as he lies flat, fingers lodged in a crevice, clinging to the shuddering mountain for dear life. Elijah whispers, “Finally God is going to speak to me in this earthquake.” The earth shakes for minutes that feel like days. It seems as if it will never stop. The aftershocks persist for weeks, even months. Elijah can no longer trust the ground beneath his feet, fearful and on edge he waits with ears open.  Elijah keeps listening…….but God is not in the earthquake. 

Just as Elijah and the mountain settle down, a forest fire sweeps across the landscape. Sparks snap through the air, trees crash to the ground. Elijah, sweating in the sweltering heat, gasping for breath in the billows of smoke, rasps expectantly, “Finally God is going to speak to me in this fire.” As the mountain burns around him, he waits and waits and waits with ears open. Elijah keeps listening…….but God is not in the fire. 
When at last the fire burns itself out, Elijah steps outside the cave and surveys the charred, shattered, windswept mountain and wonders, “What next? Will God speak to me in a hailstorm or a hurricane or heat wave? Will God speak at all?”  

Elijah sits down to wait for the next powerful thrashing of the mountainside – the next wonder. He waits and waits and waits, and waits and waits and waits, and waits and waits and waits and then realizes that the sheer silence is the voice of God: that to hear everything was to hear nothing, and to hear nothing is to hear everything.

God’s silence spoke to Elijah. Does God’s silence speak to us today?

Is God’s silence calling us to celebrate that we no longer hear God calling for the massacre of the Canaanites, or the screams of the torture chambers of the inquisition, or the bombs of Northern Ireland?

Is God’s silence reminding us to listen to other voices that are silenced, the voices of the poor and oppressed, of women and colonized communities?

Is God’s silence inviting us to silence ourselves, to remove our earphones, calm our busyness, and just be with God and one another?

Is God’s silence revealing to us the Ultimate Mystery of the ultimately unknowable God who is utterly beyond words and absolutely beyond speech?

What is God’s silence saying? Is God still speaking? 

Scripture
Lord, you surely speak in scripture,
words that summon from the page,
shown and taught us by your Spirit
with fresh light for every age.

O Lord, you surely speak in scripture.
 

In the gospel reading, Jesus warns his friends not to be led astray.
 How do we know it is God who is behind the wonders, the whispers and the silence? How do we know we are not mislabelling our own projections or desires, or the manipulation of others, or a larger social ethos? 

We may never know for sure…but scripture can anchor our listening. Scripture unites us with a community of listeners. It enables us to test what we hear against what others have heard. We can test what we hear against the stories we find in the Bible and also the stories of the other people and communities who use the Bible to understand their own experience. 

 We can hold our experience of wonder, whisper and silence alongside that of: Adam and Eve, Moses, Samuel, and Elijah; Mary and Joseph; Stephen and the early Spirit led church; the mystics Teresa and John, the Anabaptist movement from the sixteenth century to the present including the Mennonite Church in Ethiopia; the global ecumenical church, and this church, we who are gathered here today. This sprawling and diverse community is the body of Christ. 

Let’s listen to one another’s stories of wonder and whisper, silence and scripture. Let’s listen for new wonders, new whispers, and new silences trusting that God is still speaking to those who listen. 
Lord, you always speak in Jesus, 
always new, yet still the same; 
teach us now more of our Saviour; 
make our lives display his name.

Lord, you always speak in Jesus.
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