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On Monday, as school was starting up throughout our area, I was noticing how many parents 

continued the “first day of school” traditions. Breakfast was made and everyone got dressed and 

ready. Big smiles abounded on the faces of kids as parents were snapping photos and posting 

them on social media. The day was starting as usual in so many ways and then, rather than 

getting on the school bus or hopping in the family car, many of those children stepped right back 

into their homes to begin the school year online. 

 

Other districts and school systems held in-person classes or a combination of online and in-

person options. Facemasks covered up a few smiles and maybe even some tears as they were off 

to class. In any case, this fall startup will be different than any other we’ve had in our memories 

for all of the families with children throughout our communities. 

 

As the day went on, social media posts changed from the bright smiles of the morning to the 

difficult realities of online and in-home education experiences. When the security and fun places 

of the family home have become classrooms, and when parents must also serve as teachers or 

teaching assistants, it’s difficult for children and adults alike. Where does school end and home 

begin? What fun is a full day of homework? 

 

At the end of a school day, many had enough. It was emotionally and physically exhausting for 

educators, parents and students. One friend commented, “Day 1. I’d say out of a 10 it was a -50.  

Tomorrow’s another day, right?!” Another took a picture of herself with her shirt over her head 

before school even began as she was trying to sort through emails last weekend to get prepared 

for Monday morning. 

 

As I read one post after another, I found myself simply reaching out to let friends and parents 

know, “Hey, you’ve got this. You can do this hard work. I’m praying for you.” In the thick of it, 

it’s easy to wonder whether we can do what it takes as families. In some cases, where both 

parents were working, one is now staying home to help out with education. In other cases, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles and family friends are all chipping in. 

 

If you’re listening this morning, I want you to know that Susanna Wesley, the mother of 

Methodism’s founders John and Charles Wesley, had 19 children, nine of which passed away as 

infants. Each day, she carved out time to spend teaching and praying with each of her children.  
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Yet, when she needed time for herself, she is said to have sat in her chair and pulled her apron 

over her head. Parents, you are in good company in these days. 

 

Another friend sent out the reminder that some of the best teachers of our childhood were virtual 

teachers like Fred Rogers, Bob Ross, LeVar Burton from Reading Rainbow, and the famous 

crocodile hunter, Steve Erwin. It made me remember that some our favorite virtual teachers were 

a group of Muppets led by Big Bird on Sesame Street. Educators and parents, if the Muppets can 

do it, you can, too. 

 

What you might not have though, is a little bit of silence as you go through your days. At the end 

of such long days, I can only imagine the need for silence. “Silence is golden,” we are told. After 

days of tears and struggles, different from leaving them in the classroom at a new school or with 

a new teacher, you may need those moments of silence to cry your own tears this week or to 

simply breathe again. In moments like this, silence can be a welcome gift. 

 

When the chaos is swirling about, there are times when we need a pause that comes with peace 

and quiet. Yet, at other times, silence is not so comfortable for us. Years ago, as churches were 

developing contemporary worship and seeker-sensitive experiences, we realized that more than 

30 seconds of silence could be too much for folks who were used to watching images flash 

before them constantly on television and computer screens. During moments of silent prayer that 

last too long in worship, you could hear folks fidgeting in their pews. Some begin to cough or 

unwrap a piece of candy. In more traditional services, I would sometimes try to see how long 

that might be; helping us to calm our spirits with the silence. Today, however, if we did it during 

an online service for too long, everyone would be checking their internet connection to see why 

the service stopped. 

 

Nowadays, silence in a Zoom meeting garners the same response as everyone starts checking to 

see if their technology has somehow stalled as it did in a few classes this week. Webinars often 

put time clocks up on the screen that count down the breaks so that you know you are still 

connected and when everyone will regroup. 

 

In my own life, I miss the sounds of people in the building throughout the day. I miss seeing 

your faces and hearing your voices and even your footsteps as I walk down the hallways. On the 

other hand, I need almost complete silence when I read, study or write. I cherish the white noise 

of a fan when I’m sleeping, but a television or radio can be distracting when I’m trying to focus.  

I find myself singing when I need to be concentrating. 

 

Sometimes when I’m praying it’s silent and I send up thoughts from my heart, while at other 

times, you can hear me praying aloud not only in worship but also in my devotional times. 

 

Today, however, I wonder what it means when God seems silent? Do you know what I’m talking 

about? When you’ve been praying for something and you find yourself unable to hear from God.  

Does it ever happen to you that you struggle to hear God’s voice in the midst of competing 

noises around you or when you’re still waiting for the answer that you’re praying for? Do you 

have those days when you just wish God would speak as audibly as God appears to do in the 
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scriptures? Burning bush that isn’t consumed, a voice from the heavens, or a great big angel 

speaking the word of the Lord would be good at times, right? 

 

In these days, we may find ourselves praying feverishly for the miracle cure that will set our 

world right again. A vaccine, a treatment, wisdom for researchers, healing for loved ones, but 

we’re entering seven months now. It has been long and we could be facing several more. “Speak, 

Lord, for your servants are listening,” we find ourselves saying. 

 

In these moments when we want the answers, when we want the change, when we’re working 

for the end of unjust systems and equality for all people, it’s all too easy to be troubled by “the 

sound of silence” as we wonder how God is responding in the world around us and even to us in 

these moments. We’ve put a lot of prayers into patient waiting and faith-filled actions. 

 

Years ago, I met a couple, Frank and Jill, when I was appointed to their church. A few years 

earlier, Frank had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. Shortly after his 

diagnosis, Frank went on disability and they decided to do some travelling together while they 

could still enjoy some of life. They took a trip to Italy and began visiting many of the great 

cathedrals of Europe. They even travelled to Rome and to the Vatican. There they stood in St. 

Peter’s Basilica and visited the Sistine Chapel. 

 

Jill told me that throughout their travels to these holy sites of our faith, they stopped at altar after 

alter and lit candles and offered prayers that Frank might be healed. Back home here in 

Michigan, they had so many praying for him. They read their Bibles together every day and 

completed devotions. They continued to come to church until Frank was no longer able to get out 

of the house. 

 

She said, “Elbert, we’ve done all the right things. We’ve lived faithful lives and we go to church.  

We’ve travelled to the holiest of altars and the tombs of saints. Why has God not heard our 

prayers?  hy has God been so silent?” 

 

Have you ever had those moments in your life? Those times when it seems as if you’re doing all 

the right things that you can do, but God seems so silent as your pray and hope and wait? Might 

you even find yourself there today? 

 

When the chaos is swirling and so many voices compete for our attention, it seems that in those 

times, “silence is golden,” yet how do we discover the voice of the One to whom we cry out? 

 

I wonder if this is a part of our experience today. Are there moments when it seems as if God has 

gone silent in our lives even when we’re doing all the right things, or at least as best as we can? 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, the prophet Elijah finds himself in just such a moment. He 

had taken on the prophets of Ba’al and won. He had been faithful in what had been asked of him.  

But the queen, Jezebel, whose prophets had been decimated by Elijah, wasn’t thrilled with him. 

In fact, she was determined to hunt him down and find him. So Elijah began to ran and found 

himself camped out in a cave on the side of a mountain. God came and asked him what he was 
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doing there. So Elijah reminded God how faithful he had been. In the chaos of the moment, 

however, Elijah felt alone. Where was God when he needed God most? 

 

God invites Elijah to leave the safety of his hiding spot in the cave and stand on the side of the 

mountain and lets him know that God is about to pass by. Is God crazy? Elijah could be risking 

his own life to step out into the open where he might be seen from all around. 

 

Standing inside the safety of the cave, Elijah notices that a great wind comes along; a powerful 

wind; a wind so strong that the rocks begin to break. As the chaos of the storm breaks out, there 

are no signs that God is around. 

 

After the wind, the earth began to quake. Surely an earthquake might be a sign of God’s 

presence, but God is nowhere to be found in the earthquake. Following the quake, a fire swept 

across the mountain. Yet, God was not to be found in the fire. 

 

After the fire, there was nothing. It was the sound of sheer silence. The scriptures tell us that 

when Elijah heard the “silence,” he wrapped his face in a mantle (to avoid seeing God face to 

face) and went out to the entrance of the cave. In the silence, God spoke again to Elijah. 

 

Every time I read this passage, I’m always captured by how much I find myself like Elijah in my 

life. When the chaos of life is swirling, I find myself crying out and looking every which way for 

God and hoping to hear what God has to say. I look at the wind, anticipating to see and hear from 

God; I wait for the earth to quake; I long for the burning bush to appear in front of me. Yet, it is 

more often that I hear God when it seems that God is silent if I will pause to let the storm pass 

by, to stand as the earth quakes, and to feel the heat of the flame. For it is in the silence that God 

so often speaks to us. 

 

Someone pointed out a while ago that “silent” and “listen” are made up of the same letters. 

Where do you find yourself this morning? Has God become silent as the chaos has swirled 

around you? Step out onto the mountain for God sometimes comes in the silence. 

 

 

 

 


