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I was listening to CBC in the car the other morning on my way out to David Donaldson’s farm. 
Tom Power was interviewing Malcolm Gladwell, the Canadian journalist and author of several 
well-known social science books. He wrote “The Tipping Point” “Outliers” and “Blink”, among 
others. On Tuesday morning though, he wasn’t talking about these books or even social theory. 
He was talking about music and his own life. He mentioned that, as a young man, he had 
written a song about life being a rollercoaster of ups and downs, noes and yeses, ins and outs… 
and it reminded me of this week’s story about the prophet Elijah. 
 
To understand this Old Testament story, I think we need a bit of context. So, here is a Readers’ 
Digest version of the events leading up to today’s tale…The twelve tribes of Israel, who were all 
living as one kingdom under David and Solomon, split after Solomon’s death. The ten northern 
tribes rebelled against the Davidic line of kings and set up their own kingdom, which they called 
Israel, with its capital in Samaria. The tribes of Judah and Benjamin in the south remained loyal 
to the Davidic line of Kings who continued to rule over the southern part of the Kingdom, now 
called Judah, with its capital in Jerusalem. The stories of Elijah are interwoven with the political 
and religious history of the northern kingdom, Israel, during the reign of King Ahab. Now, King 
Ahab wanted to form an alliance with his Phoenician neighbours and -as was often the case in 
history, he did so by marrying the daughter of its king – and that’s where Jezebel comes into 
the picture. She brought with her the god Baal.  King Ahab decided to follow his wife’s god… 
and his wife, Jezebel, set about having all of the prophets of YHWH killed. 
 
So, along comes Elijah, determined to set things straight and prove that YHWH is the only true 
God – and, just before today’s story begins, Elijah has had a magnificent and showy victory over 
the prophets of Baal. He was one voice against 450 prophets of Baal. Elijah set up a test where 
two bulls were butchered and set on prepared stone and wood altars. The prophets of Baal 
entreated their god to send down fire to burn their offering but nothing happened. Elijah 
goaded them and ridiculed them. Then he doused the other bull with water, got it really 
soaking wet, and called upon YHWH. It ended with YHWH bringing down fire hot enough to 
burn the soggy sacrifice, along with the wood and the stones on which it was laid. A pretty 
spectacular show of YHWH’s power! Elijah continued his victory by setting all the people on the 
450 prophets of Baal and killing them. And to top it all off, he successfully prayed to YHWH to 
send rain to end the three-year drought that had gripped the land. A pretty spectacular display 
of God’s power!  
 
You might expect that this would turn Ahab back to YHWH, but - he rushed home to tell Jezebel 
what Elijah had done and she was not happy. When our story today begins, she has vowed to 
kill Elijah, just as he killed all the prophets of Baal. And Elijah, the victorious hero, is terrified. He 
heads out into the wilderness, ready to give up completely… ready to sit himself down under a 
broom tree and die rather than be killed by Jezebel. 
 



In a short day, Elijah has gone from amazing victory on a mountain-top to complete despair in 
the wilderness. After a stunning display of confidence in God, he has decided he can’t do this 
anymore. He is incapable, he is done. 
 
Like Malcolm Gladwell’s roller coaster, Elijah has reached the very top of the incline only to 
come crashing down on the other side… 
 
I can relate to this I think… can you? Climbing mountains… knowing that what you are doing is 
right and necessary, maybe even expected… energized by success… and then crashing from 
exhaustion, self-doubt, fear of the vulnerability of being in the spotlight of that success… 
 
To use Gladwell’s illustration – the slow and almost painful climb to the top and then the 
exhilarating rush to the bottom again… And then, it’s not over yet! - You know another climb is 
coming – but can you handle it again? Is there a way to jump off now and just stop the ride? 
 
I have to admit, I’m not a big fan of roller coasters… I think my stomach could handle one peak 
and valley but I’m not so sure I could stand the thought of doing it again and again… I’ve done it 
once, and yes, I was perfectly safe – but don’t ask me to get back in that little car… 
 
I think I can understand where Elijah is coming from… He has faced an army of 450 prophets of 
Baal – alone. He put his faith out there for all to see and he came out on top. It must have been 
tense, it must have been scary, - but he did it. He was high on the victory but then not so sure 
he wanted – or even could mount that incline again… 
 
Now, we might expect God to snatch him up by the collar and tell him to stop being ridiculous! 
Look at all that God has done for him in the past few hours! Why would he suddenly lose faith, 
lose confidence, give up – just when he had proven his point… just when he had shown the 
world what faith in God could do? 
 
But that’s not what God did… God let Elijah sleep. God woke him up just long enough to make 
sure he had food and drink enough to sustain him – and then let him sleep again.  
 
And later, when he was well-rested, God woke him again and made sure he had enough food 
and drink to give him the strength to go on the next journey. And Elijah headed further into the 
wilderness - all the way to Mount Horeb… also known as Mount Sinai - the very mountain 
where Moses encountered God in a burning bush and later received the ten commandments. 
 
And then, the scripture tells us, the word of the Lord came to him saying, “What are you doing 
here, Elijah?” 
 
Elijah doesn’t give a straight answer though. Look, he says, I’ve done my best for you; I’ve 
fought my hardest for you; I’ve put myself on the line – But they have already killed off all of 
your prophets and now I’m all alone and they are seeking to kill me too. 
 



I hear Elijah saying, “What’s the point? No matter what I have shown them about your power, 
they are still going to win. I’m all alone. I can’t do this anymore. I’m done.” 
 
In response, God tells Elijah to go stand on the mountain because the Lord is going to pass by. 
God offers him what we all wish we could experience – God passing right before our eyes! 
 
As if Elijah hadn’t already experienced the power of God in everything that had happened on 
that other mountain-top in Israel…  
 
And there was a wind so strong, it split mountains – but God was not in that wind. 
 
The wind was followed by an earthquake – but God wasn’t in the earthquake. 
 
The earthquake was followed by fire – but God was not in the fire. 
 
After all that chaos came the sound of sheer silence … and it was in that silence that Elijah felt 
the presence of God. 
 
He humbly hid his face in his cloak and stood in that holy presence. 
 
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
 
And Elijah gives him the same answer... word for word… 
 
Somehow, though, when I read it this time, I hear a difference in Elijah’s voice. This is not the 
Elijah who stood mocking the prophets of Baal, confident that God would come through with a 
mighty show of power at his bidding… 
 
This is a man, humbly hiding his face in the hood of his cloak…a man who is truly seeing God -
not in the noise and majesty of wind and earthquake, and fire - but in the silence that follows. 
 
Aren’t we all a lot like Elijah, we humans? 
 
We expect God to show up with a show of mighty strength – like wind, and earthquakes, and 
fire. We expect God to show up in the heat of battle to save the day… In fact, we almost 
demand it at times…  
 
And in all the chaos we create, all the chaos we demand, we, like Elijah, miss God altogether… 
 
Perhaps we need to look for God in the silences… 
 
… in taking that time to meditate or pray at the end of the day, yes, but in other silences too… 
 



… In the silent faces of the oppressed, their eyes cast down, trying to become invisible so they 
won’t be hurt again 
 
… In the vacant look of the homeless person sitting on the sidewalk with a dirty coffee cup, 
begging for change but expecting to be ignored once more 
 
… In the weak, almost inaudible cries of a malnourished child 
 
It’s not always about making time to be silent… sometimes it’s about looking for God in the 
silences we take for granted, the ones we hardly notice… 
 
Many, many years after Elijah encountered God in the silence after a storm, our scriptures tell 
us that God came again… in a stable 
 
And isn’t it strange that, even after God came to us in such a humble setting, an infant born to 
poor parents… we still want God to show up in noise and flashes of light? We want a flashy 
show of victory over our enemies. We want miraculous cures and instant solutions to every 
world problem… 
 
We continue to look for God in the chaos… 
 
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
 
At the end of our reading today, God gives Elijah what he needs most… God gives him a new 
direction, a new task – and, perhaps more importantly, a new perspective. 
 
If we were to read on for a few more verses, we would find that God not only gives him a task 
but also support. God gives him Elisha who will eventually take Elijah’s place and God assures 
him that there are seven thousand more in Israel who are loyal to God and ready to help. 
 
Like so many of us, Elijah got so caught up in the mountain-top experiences that he went into 
complete despair when he had to come back down to the valleys.  
 
We know that it’s not possible to jump from mountain peak to mountain peak without 
descending to the valley and starting a new climb, and yet sometimes those valleys are enough 
to make us lose all confidence in ourselves and in God. We want the adrenalin rush that comes 
with success – especially success in the face of incredible obstacles, or in the face of 450 
nonbelievers with powerful voices.  
 
Perhaps this story is telling us that, much as we wish it could be, God isn’t always going to jump 
to fulfil our demands – that God will work in God’s own way and time – and through the work 
we are prepared to do… 
 



Perhaps this story is telling us that God isn’t in all the flash and chaos – that we are looking in 
the wrong places… 
 
Perhaps this story is telling us that when we get overwhelmed with all the chaos that comes 
with living the way God wants us to live – we need to stop, close our eyes and take a rest. God 
won’t abandon us because we need to stop. We will be fed and nourished. God will give us the 
time we need to rest and refresh and face the world with a new perspective. 
 
And perhaps this story is telling us that there is always another task, another journey, another 
mountain to climb… but we won’t be asked to go alone. 
 
We’re all on Malcolm Gladwell’s roller coaster in this life. There will be many ups and downs. 
Some will be exhilarating, others will be devastating. Many will be filled with chaos. Take time 
to stop, to rest, to take a deep breath… and take time to listen for God’s still small voice in the 
silences. 
 
I am reminded of the words in Psalm 10… 
 
“Be still and know that I am God” 
 
“Be still and know…” 
 
“Be still…” 
 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 


