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We were at a bit of a loss for what to do next. It was raining steadily – not storming, necessarily, not lightning so we needed 
to seek immediate shelter – but it was raining hard enough to make working in the garden unpleasant. We had completed 
the tasks assigned to us by John Creasy, director of Garfield Farms, and he had left us briefly to lead a staff meeting. Not 
sure what else I could direct our youth to do, I told them to go find a quiet place and sit in silence for the next ten minutes.  
 
This was on a rainy Tuesday in August as our youth were serving at Garfield Community Farm for their annual summer 
mission trip. Garfield Farms is a mission partner of our friends at Shadyside Presbyterian Church in Pittsburgh – it was 
founded 15 years ago by the new church development John Creasy was serving at the time, in collaboration with a nearby 
congregation, a historically Black Presbyterian Church that has been in the neighborhood for decades. The city block which 
is now covered by the community agricultural project known as Garfield Farms was once abandoned – first abandoned by 
the white neighbors who flew the city for the suburbs in the 1960’s, and then abandoned by the city of Pittsburgh, which 
bought the rowhouses that had once covered the block, bulldozed them into their foundations, covered them with a thin 
layer of topsoil and left without a plan for what to do next.  
 
The congregations that came together to create Garfield Farms recognized that the Garfield neighborhood was a food desert: 
an area of the city with no grocery store inside a one-mile radius. They figured that if they could turn the abandoned block 
into a community farm, they could provide fresh fruits and vegetables to their neighbors, while bringing their congregations 
and community together to work the land. The congregations slowly started buying up the block from the city, and they 
slowly started growing their most important crop: good soil. Turns out a thin layer of cheap topsoil on a pile of debris isn’t 
the most fertile setting for a farm – but that’s another sermon. 
 
While at Garfield Farms, our youth and sponsors had the opportunity to help out with a variety of chores. We turned the 
community compost pile, which keeps food and yard waste out of landfill and enriches the soil for growing food. We helped 
to move a small herd of goats from place to place on the farm, goats who eat weeds and keep invasive plants at bay. We 
wheelbarrowed yards of woodchips to create paths for accessing garden beds. Sometimes we waited in the van while 
lightning cracked and thunder boomed right over our heads. And on the second day, for a few minutes, we found a quiet 
place to spend ten minutes of silence: no phones, no conversations, just our five senses – well, really only four senses, 
because letting youth taste whatever they want in an uncontrolled environment always seems like a bad idea. So we took ten 
minutes apart from each other to notice what we could see, hear, smell and feel. 
 
 
At the end of the time, we came back together under a small, tin-roofed picnic pavilion to share what we had caught our 
attention. We saw butterflies, caterpillars, unknown insects crawling on leaves. We heard the sound of the rain and the 
gentle wind that accompanied it. We smelled the scent of that rain, the aroma of the wet soil. We felt our wet socks inside 
our soaked sneakers. We realized that despite the relative peace of where we stood, it was never fully quiet – there would 
occasionally be a car going by, or a helicopter overhead. We were definitely still in the city. And then we talked about how 
hard it is to be still. We talked about how hard the world around us works to cut silence out of our daily routines. Our 
phones call out to us at all hours; we are busy with school and sports and musical activities; social media keeps us tuned in at 
times when we might otherwise have a few minutes to just be.  
 
And we also talked about how there are lots of different ways we can hear God. We can hear God in the voices of our 
friends, or in the lyric of a song, or in the cry of a red-tailed hawk echoing down the hill. We can hear God in lots of ways, 
and silence is one of them. Stillness is one of them. Being quiet is a reliable way to hear God’s voice. But we are not always 
good at practicing the skill of being quiet. Being still makes us antsy and uncomfortable, makes us feel like we should pick 
up our phones and do something. But if we can be still long enough to work through our discomfort, then we sometimes 
feel a deep sense of calm, a sense of peace that comes from deep within us and yet also somehow beyond us – when we are 
still we have a sense of God’s presence with us.  
 
I wonder if that’s what the prophet Elijah felt in today’s reading, when he recognized God’s presence in the sound of sheer 
silence outside that cave on Mount Horeb. Elijah had recently experienced God’s power and presence in a much flashier 
way – through God’s display of might before the prophets of the storm god Baal. Earlier, God had announced an extended 
drought as punishment for the people’s worship of Baal, their violation of the first of the ten commandments, to worship 
God and God alone. After bringing Elijah safely through the drought and accompanying food insecurity crisis, God told 
him to challenge the prophets of Baal to a contest of sorts.  
 
Elijah called for two bulls to be brought, and had the four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal choose one of the animals to 
cut up and put on their altar. They were then to call on Baal to send fire, to turn the animal into a burnt offering. But 
despite the repeated prayers of all four hundred and fifty of them, no fire came. Elijah, however, doused his offering with 
water, not just once but three times, then called out to God – and God sent a fire so hot that 1 Kings tells us it consumed 
not only the offering, but the stones of the altar, the dust of the ground, and the water that Elijah had poured over 
everything. Take that, storm god – we’ll show you real power, real power contained in a bolt of lightning. That kind of 
power comes from God, and God alone. 
 
 
But Elijah’s triumph didn’t last long. This whole incident made the Baal-loving Queen Jezebel quite upset, and just before 
today’s reading she promises to hunt Elijah down and end his life. So Elijah runs away – 100 miles into the desert, as far 
away as he can get from Jezebel’s search party. And by then, he is exhausted. Burnt out. Despairing. He walks away from his 



only servant and tells God he is ready to die. Thankfully, God is paying attention to Elijah’s needs – while Elijah is ready for 
his life to end, God is not. An angel comes to Elijah and tells him to eat; food miraculously appears. Elijah sleeps for a while 
and then the angel appears again with food and water and the reminder to eat, otherwise he won’t have energy for the 
journey ahead. About these verses, British professor of religion Joy Clarkson tweeted in 2019 what has to be one of the best 
tweets of all time: “This is your gentle reminder that one time in the Bible Elijah was like ‘God, I’m so mad! I want to die!’ 
so God said ‘Here’s some food. Why don’t you have a nap?’ So Elijah slept, ate, & decided things weren’t so bad. Never 
underestimate the spiritual power of a nap & a snack.” That’s great advice: never underestimate the spiritual power of a nap 
and a snack. You’re not you when you’re hungry. 
 
The miracle of rest and food gives Elijah enough energy to make the journey to Mount Horeb, where he spends the night in 
a cave. The next day, God finally speaks to Elijah, just a simple question: what are you doing here? Elijah recites his litany of 
complaints to God. He has been zealous for God. He has done all the right things – called down God’s power, shown up 
God’s enemies – and where has that landed him? Here: alone, afraid, out of options. What even is the point anymore? 
Elijah wonders. In response, God doesn’t pat Elijah on the back, or try to convince him that it’s all been worth it, or give 
some long explanation of why his suffering is necessary: instead, God tells him to go out and wait for God to pass by. 
 
So Elijah goes and stands at the mouth of the cave. First, a great wind, powerful enough to break apart the very rocks of the 
mountain – but the presence of God was not in that wind. Then, an earthquake – but the presence of God was not in the 
earthquake. And then a fire, perhaps like the one that Elijah had called down upon his offering before the prophets of Baal 
– but the presence of God was not in the fire. And then, the sound of sheer silence. Or perhaps translated differently, a 
quiet breeze, or the sound of a low whisper, or a sound of a gentle blowing. A still, small voice, if you will. And in that quiet, 
the presence of God. Not in the splitting of rocks, not in the rumble of earth or the heat of fire – in the stillness. There are 
lots of ways to hear God’s voice, and God invited Elijah to hear it in stillness. 
 
Of course God could have been in the fire or the earthquake or the wind if God had so chosen, but in this moment, God 
chose to reveal Godself to Elijah in the silence. In the quiet stillness that is available to all of us if we can shut out the 
distractions long enough to experience it. I think in this instance, God chose the form of revelation very purposefully. Elijah 
is tired. He is lonely. He doesn’t want to do prophet stuff anymore. But God still has work for Elijah to do, important work 
that will help to return God’s people to faith in God, and God alone. To be able to get up and go again, Elijah doesn’t need 
a bombastic display of God’s magnificent power. Elijah needs to know that he is not alone. He needs to feel that deep sense 
of calm, that sense of peace that comes from deep within us and yet also somehow beyond us, that comes from God’s 
presence with us. He needs to be still for long enough that he can sense God’s presence with him, to know that he is not 
alone. He needs to be still for long enough that he can remember he does not do this work on his own strength, but with 
God’s help.  
 
And we do too, sometimes. Sometimes we need to be still for long enough for that deep sense of peace to grow within us, 
for that deep sense of God-with-us-ness to become clear. As Franciscan friar Richard Rohr says, “We cannot attain the 
presence of God because we’re already totally in the presence of God. What’s absent is awareness.” When we can be still, 
when we can return to the awareness of God’s presence with us, when we remember that we are not alone, that we are never 
alone, that God is always already right beside us, even deep within us – then, like Elijah, we find the strength to get up and 
do the hard and holy work that God is calling us to do. 
  
As we sat in the rainy stillness at Garfield Farms, I thought of Mary Oliver’s poem, “The Summer Day:” Who made the 
world?  
Who made the swan, and the black bear?  
Who made the grasshopper?  
This grasshopper, I mean—  
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,  
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,  
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down—  
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.  
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.  
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.  
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is.  
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down  
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,  
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,  
which is what I have been doing all day.  
Tell me, what else should I have done?  
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?  
Tell me, what is it you plan to do  
with your one wild and precious life? 
 


