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“God is still speaking”
1 Kings 19:1-4, 8-15a & Luke 8:26-39
 On  November 18, 2006 many of us gathered in this sanctuary to mark the beginning of an 18-month long celebration of the 175th anniversary of the founding of this church.  Kepä Maly of Pono Associates, Inc., a research organization based in  Hilo, was with us to share his mana‘o about the historical and cultural legacy of this area that we call Kaeo and Honua‘ula.  Kepä was able to draw his thoughts and reflections from documents written in Hawaiian.   
Uncle Eddie Chang lives here in Mäkena.  He was with us to share his knowledge about the families for whom this area was home for many generations.  Our celebration will come to an end on March 8, 2008 at our annual lü‘au.  

As we celebrate 175 years of ministry it may seem that this month’s celebration of the 50th anniversary of the United Church of Christ, of which we are a member  congregation, may seem well manini by comparison.  But the United Church of Christ is a surprising union of the Congregational Churches, Christian Churches, Evangelical Synod of North America, and the Reformed Church in the U.S.
We happen to belong to the Congregational stream of that history.  Only a few days ago several hundred lay and clergy delegates as well as hundreds of guests and visitors converged on the city of Hartford, Connecticut to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the United Church of Christ.  If you are interested in what transpired over the course of the week-long gathering and if you have access to the internet you will find a web site at ucc.org.  Delegates from our own churches here in Hawai‘i are among the many who are there in Hartford.
The celebration included an affirmation of the Stillspeaking Initiative of the United Church of Christ.  Over the last year and a half a series of television ads produced through the work of Ron Buford caught the attention of many.  

It was Buford who recalled reaching into the racks at a Los Angeles bookstore and pulling out a postcard.  “Never place a period where God has placed a comma,” he read.  “What a great quote!” he thought.

The advice was attributed to American comedienne Gracie Allen.  It was apparently left in a pile of letters for her husband, the late George Burns, to find after her death.
Buford spent all day long conferring with others about the quote wondering if it might not become a part of an initiative that was underway to proclaim who we are as people of God.  It was not until 3:00 o'clock the next morning that Buford experienced what he describes as an epiphany or encounter with God.

He sat upright in bed with the answer to the question that had been bothering him:  “Why should one never place a period where God has placed a comma?”  “Because,” he concluded, “God is still speaking!” (UCC @50, Our Future, J. Martin Bailey & W. Evan Golder, co-editors, 50th Anniversary Committee, United Church of Christ, Cleveland, Ohio, 2006, page 67)
In the first half of the ninth century BCE an Israelite prophet named Elijah experienced his own epiphany with God.  Elijah lived during the time of King Ahab.  

He declared a drought to punish the nation for its idolatry.  Elijah hid after making his declaration out of fear for his own life and managed to survive the famine.  The drought ended in a contest between Elijah and the Baal prophets.  The god who would answer the prophet’s call with fire from heaven would be vindicated as the true god.  Elijah won, God was vindicated, and the prophets of Baal were killed.
Queen Jezebel sought vengeance for the Baal prophets. Traveling for forty days and forty nights  Elijah fled to Horeb and it is there that his epiphany occurs.  

The “word of the Lord came to him” (1 Kings 19:9b).  God speaks to Elijah twice and twice  Elijah responds.  
“I’ve tried my best,” Elijah cries out to God.  “I have done as you said but now I am the only one left and now there are those who want to kill me” (1 Kings 19:10). 

What follows Elijah’s first conversation with God is the epiphany itself (1 Kings 19:11-13a).  God instructs Elijah to go out and stand on the mountain.  As he looks out from the cave a great wind blows, the earth quakes and a fire breaks out.

It was not in any of these that Elijah heard God speaking to him.  Instead it was through “a sound of sheer silence” (1 Kings 19:12).   Other Bible translations read “a still small voice” (Revised Standard Version) or “a low murmuring sound” (New English Bible).  
But to say that Elijah encounters God through “a sound of sheer silence” is perhaps a more honest acknowledgment of Elijah’s turmoil and our own turmoil when we expect to hear a “small voice” or a “murmuring sound.”  We don’t want anything big, just something tangible that we can comprehend.

What we are left with is what troubles Elijah.   Like the psalmist, Elijah also wonders:  “When shall I behold your face, O God?  Where are you?  Why don’t you say something?”
There are times when life overwhelms us and we despair in much the same way that Elijah must have felt overwhelmed and filled with despair.  We can only begin to feel what it must be like for those in our homes, churches, schools, and places of work who feel overwhelmed.  We can only begin to imagine what it must be like for those who have no hope because of the crushing weight of war and conflict, disease and famine, selfishness and greed.  

Yet even when it seems God is silent the story of Elijah reminds us that if we listen to "sheer silence" we will hear a sound.  When I arrived at the church this morning I noticed the dawn rising above Haleakalä.  It seemed as though ever bird in every tree had something to say about the new day.

There was the sound the young crying out, "Hey, it's time for breakfast."  There was the sound of others calling out to one another.  

In some ways they also seemed to ignore one another especially if one expected them to be chirping away in harmony.  Yet as discordant as the combined sounds may have been there was a sense in which they were in harmony with a creation so rich and full of life.

Over a decade ago a hurricane named Iniki crushed the island of Kauaÿi.  Those of us who were here at the time watched in horror as the satellite images tracked the eye of the hurricane as they moved towards the island.

The winds of Iniki stripped trees bare of their leaves and in many places left them lying on ground.  The roofs of buildings were peeled away and like the leaves of the trees they too were stripped bare and many lay crumpled on the ground.

The news reports that followed in the days after the hurricane occasionally touched on what it was like for those who woke up the morning after Iniki struck.  Almost to a person the response was:  "It was really, really quiet.  There was no sound.  It was as though all the birds had disappeared."

But the birds did not disappear.  They were not blown out to sea.  If anything they also had their "homes" destroyed.  I imagine if they could speak they would have said, "It was really, really quite.  No cars.  No traffic.  No sound.  It was as though all the people disappeared."

In the midst of such devastation we may wonder where God is.  The story of Elijah is again a reminder that it is in the sheer sound of silence that God is still speaking.

Through the years of the early church, through the 175 years of the church here in                                                                                                                                                                Mäkena and churches in places near and far to us, and through the 50 years of the United Church of Christ, we are keenly aware that God is still speaking.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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