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THE TENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Ordinary Lessons During Extraordinary Times:
Bewilderment

I Kings 19:9-16; John 11:1-44

I am grateful to everyone who has responded to my request thus far to
let me know what you have discovered or learned or puzzled over during the
pandemic.  You have provided us with insightful lessons about faith, worship,
contentment and other ordinary things that are vitally important during these
extraordinary times.  Thank you.  I continue to invite others of you to share
your thoughts with me–with us–as well.

Over a month ago, I found in my message holder a small envelope in
which was folded a hot pink post-it note.  At the top were the words, “My
Thoughts.”  Underneath, JoAnne Scalf had written, “I (we) keep waiting for
God to put his hand on the world to stop all the terrible things that are
happening . . . .”

I felt like JoAnne had been reading my mind–and yours.  How many of
us have been waiting for God to stop all of the terrible things that are
happening?  How many of us have been praying that God will send that
miracle cure, that miracle vaccine that will send Covid 19 scuttling off into
oblivion?

How many of us have been praying for peace to return to the streets of
our cities?  How many of us have longed for God to change hearts and to help
us see one another as sister and brother without the prejudices and
presumptions, the fears and misunderstandings that have accumulated over
the years?

How many of us prayed through the night Monday asking for mercy,
hoping for the hurricane to head out to sea instead of plowing its way through
our state?  How many of us woke up Tuesday morning and felt like our
prayers had been answered?  How many people along the coast and
especially near Windsor felt like their prayers had been ignored?  I suspect
that most, if not all, of us have been praying and expecting God to put his
hand on our world and fix it. . . and sooner rather than later.



I admit that I am a bit like Martha and Mary, the sisters of Lazarus, who
respectfully but bluntly said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, our brother
would not have died.”  It was one of the most emotional and memorable
experiences of Jesus’ life as we know it.  His friend Lazarus is sick and he
knows it, yet he tarries and Lazarus dies.  When he finally arrives in Bethany,
everyone is grieving, especially Lazarus’ sisters Mary and Martha who are
also Jesus’ dear friends.  Both women confront Jesus with that piercing
indictment: “Lord, if you had been here, our brother would not have died.” 
How many times have we thought, if not said, something similar?  

That is the implication of what JoAnne said: “I (we) keep waiting for God
to put his hand on the world to stop all the terrible things that are happening
. . . .”  We keep waiting.  “Lord, if you had been here, the virus would have
been contained, a vaccine discovered, a cure developed, this dreaded virus
would not have happened in the first place.”  “Lord, if you had been here, the
hurricane would not have made landfall, lives would have been spared,
property would be safe.”  “Lord, if you had been here the ammonium nitrate
in that warehouse in Beirut would not have exploded.” (for seven years it did
not!)   “Lord, if you had been here, we would not have decided that some
groups of people are less human than other groups of people and treated
them so badly.”  “Lord, if you had only come in time and been here!”

I am often amazed by what God does and bewildered by what God does
not do.  I can’t imagine that God does not care about us because that goes
against everything I believe about God.  I cannot entertain the thought that
our faith is nothing but a farce because I know it is not.  Why does God not
answer our prayers?  Are we missing something about the nature of God and
humanity?

I count myself among those people who want and expect God to answer
the prayers we make.  Did Jesus himself not say, “Ask, and it will be given
you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.  For
everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for
everyone who knocks, the door will be opened”? (Matthew 7:7-8)  Yet,
JoAnne and you and I have been asking and searching and knocking and bad
things are still happening day by day.  Why won’t God put his hand on the
world and stop all of the terrible things that are happening?

Some people would suggest that we had it all coming, that the sins of
the world, our sins, are so great and our repentance so scant that all of this
carnage is our punishment for turning our backs on God.  Were you or I God,
that might well be how things would play out.  The God I know, however, the

2



God who came to live among us as Jesus of Nazareth, who gave his life to
demonstrate the extent to which he would go to give us life, is far more
gracious than I am.  That is not to say that God does not hold us accountable
for our sin.  God does.  I cannot believe, however, that God would punish you
for my sins much less someone half a world away whom I have never met. 
The God we meet in Jesus Christ is not One who creates chaos.  God is the
One who created order out of chaos and fashioned abundant life from
nothingness.

As I began to ponder JoAnne’s provocative thought, I remembered
Elijah, the lone prophet of God remaining while Ahab was king of Israel. 
Queen Jezebel had killed all of the other prophets of God and brought in
hundreds of prophets of Ba’al.  Elijah was like we are: expecting God to
deliver answers to prayer as soon as they were made.  Sometimes it seemed
to happen that way as in the time he challenged the prophets of Ba’al to a 
duel of sorts–a “my God is bigger than Your god” contest.

The prophets of Ba’al and Elijah each built an altar.  They stacked the
wood and sacrificed a bull on top.  The first god to light his altar with fire
would “win.”

The 450 prophets of Ba’al prayed and danced from morning until late
afternoon, but not even a spark was to be seen.  Elijah prepared his altar with
a trench around it.  He had the people pour water on the wood and the
sacrifice three times so that it was thoroughly drenched and the trough was
full.  When Elijah prayed, fire fell from heaven and consumed everything, the
wood, the bull, even the stones of the altar and the water in the trench. 
Elijah’s God won.  Acting as the victor, Elijah killed the prophets of Ba’al then
ran away because he knew Queen Jezebel would be after him.

God spared his life in the wilderness and directed him to the holy
mountain of Horeb.  After spending the night in a cave, Elijah was instructed
to step outside because God was about to pass by.  First, there was a fierce
storm, perhaps a hurricane or tornado.  Next followed an earthquake and
finally, a fire.  Each of these powerful natural events was believed by ancient
people to be a manifestation of God.  Yet God was not in any of them.  Elijah
was bewildered.  Then we are told there was “a sound of sheer silence.”  In
that silence, Elijah heard the voice of God.

What do you call an experience like that, other than bizarre and
unsettling?   Suddenly, Elijah’s experience did not line up with his faith.  His
understanding of God did not match God’s revelation.  Elijah was expecting
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a God who answered prayers on the spot with power and might.  He was
looking for a God who used nature to speak.  He anticipated a God who
manipulated everything in Elijah’s world.  That is the God I often look for in my
prayers, but it is not the God Elijah met on the mountain.

Fifteen years ago this month, Hurricane Katrina wreaked horror and
havoc on New Orleans, Louisiana and many other places.  On the first
anniversary of that catastrophe, Rabbi Harold Kushner preached during an
interfaith service in the Lower Ninth Ward which had been devastated.  He
chose Elijah’s story as the text for his sermon.

“Did you hear that?” he asked the congregation.  “God was not in
the wind, God was not in the fire.  Where was God?  His was the
still, small voice inspiring your neighbors to go out in their
rowboats to rescue people from their rooftops.  God’s was the
still, small voice moving thousands of college students to spend
their spring break mopping the streets of New Orleans instead of
partying on a beach in Fort Lauderdale.  God’s is the still, small
voice that will give you and your neighbors the courage and
determination to rebuild what was once and will again be one of
America’s great cities.”1

You know what?  God’s was the still, small voice that inspired people in
Rocky Mount, North Carolina to spruce up six or seven of the old mill houses
on River Drive so that people forced to leave their homes in New Orleans
could have a safe place to live.  We were some of those people who heard
God’s voice and welcomed Darlene and Zac Heisser here for about a year.

You know what else?  JoAnne had already figured it out when she jotted
that note to me a month or so ago.  She wrote, “I (we) keep waiting for God
to put his hand on the world to stop all the terrible things that are happening,”
and she added, “but I have decided He is waiting for us to do it.”

God is not in Covid 19.

God is not in police violence.

God is not in civilian violence.

God is not in racism.

1Harold S. Kushner, Nine Essential Things I’ve Learned About Life,” (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
2015), 37.
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God is not in oppression.

God is not in political maneuvering.

God is not in arrogance or refusal to be cautious for the sake of others.

God is not in hurricanes, floods, explosions, or other disasters.

God is not in all of the other afflictions that we humans suffer.

God is in the still small voice,

in the friend sending a “Good morning!” text,

in the nurse and doctor and housekeeper taking care of patients,

in the scientists searching for a vaccine and cure,

in the simple act of putting on a mask,

in the protester demanding that we see humanity in everyone,

in the police officer playing basketball with kids on his beat,

in the impulse to help a neighbor, a stranger, an enemy,

in the embedded call to love and compassion.

God is in the prayers we answer with our hands and hearts and voices.

When he was twenty-three years old, Australian native James Shuter
and his buddy took their first trip abroad and visited Germany, staying with
some German students they had met.  It was November of 1989.  One
evening, as the group was relaxing, the German students suddenly became
excited and began yelling at the television.  When Shuter was finally able to
get their attention and ask what was going on, they cheered, “The wall is
coming down!”, referring, of course, to the fall of the Berlin Wall.

The group went out into the night and joined hundreds of other people
streaming toward the renowned barrier separating East and West Germany. 
Eventually they came to the famed Brandenburg Gate where they were able
to climb the wall and celebrate with everyone else.  It was a party atmosphere
with thousands of people cheering, singing, and rejoicing over  the gaps that
were appearing in the hated wall.

As they sat there looking toward East Germany, there were a couple of
hundred German soldiers, armed with rifles, between them and the East
German fence.  Suddenly there was a commotion on the East German side
as a man climbed the fence and began running toward the Western side. 
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Immediately the soldiers surrounded him and Shuter said, “The silence of
those thousands of people watching this was the loudest thing I've ever
heard.”

An officer came out of the nearby guard tower and spoke briefly to the
man.  Then he took the man's hand and walked him to the West German side
of the wall.  He cupped his hands and provided the man a leg up so that he
could join the people waiting for him on the wall.  Immediately there was an
eruption of emotion and ecstacy from the crowd which was the most amazing
thing that Shuter had ever heard.2  I cannot help but believe that in the roaring
silence of those thousands of celebrants, that East German officer heard the
voice of God and did the right thing, the life-giving thing.

Elijah discovered that God is not to be found in the religious battles we
concoct nor in the natural or human-caused disasters that we suffer.  That
voice in the silence directed Elijah to go back to Israel, anoint good leaders
of the people, and work to make life better for everyone.  Rabbi Kushner
discovered that God was not in the hurricane that pummeled New Orleans;
rather, God was in the millions of acts of compassion and kindness that
restored life in that city.  James Shuter discovered that God was not in the
hatred which thought a wall could stifle the human spirit; instead, God was in
the understanding that freedom is a gift for all people.  JoAnne discovered
that God is not in the coronavirus or police brutality or racial hatred or violent
storms.  God is in you and me whispering us to do the right thing, to love as
we have been loved, to call life out of death just as Jesus did.  God has given
us humans a multitude of resources, a reservoir of ingenuity, and a heart full
of compassion to become the answer to the prayers that we make.

JoAnne asked and searched and knocked until God whispered, “The
answer to your prayer is found in the mirror.”  When we pray, if we stop talking
for a moment and listen, we will find God and discover that God answers
prayer through us.  Amen.

2James Shuter, “Over the Wall,” The Moth Radio Hour, PRX,  the Public Radio Exchange, recorded
June 6, 2016.
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August 9, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Though you created us and declared us to be very good, Holy God, for
these past few months, we have felt anything but good.  So much of what was
known in our lives has been traded for unfamiliar routines and protocols, and
we have been forced to distance ourselves from beloved people and places,
leaving us confused, tired, and lonely.   We know, O God, that you crafted us
in your divine image, but when we look around our world and within ourselves,
we can hardly find a glimpse of you there at all. Suffering and death seem to
consume our reality, as diseases and storms, tragedies and violence infect
our thoughts and threaten our well being, leaving us feeling heartbroken and
helpless. Suspicions and tensions among us keep us separated from our
brothers and sisters in the human family, while anxieties and doubts within us
cause us to overlook your loving presence all around us. You invite us into
relationship with you and call us to love one another, but fears and failures,
apathy and assumptions prevent us from realizing the grace of life-giving
communion with you and genuine community with our neighbors. In these
trying times, indeed every day of our lives, Gracious God, hear us, heal us,
love and restore us, we pray. 

In our moments of fear and doubt, give us a sturdy reliance upon our
faith in you and an unyielding compassion for one another. When we are
confused and weary, grant to us a clear vision of the hope you have promised
and a peace which defies whatever storms are swirling within and around us.
Open our hearts to give and receive your love in ways that will bring justice
for those who are oppressed and wholeness to those who suffer. Give us
courage to participate in your work of redemption and reconciliation for the
world you have called us to love. In these days when so much is uncertain,
reassure us with a steadfast hope that will overcome our fears, and in the
midst of all that is unknown, grant us gifts of creativity and energy that will
help us to envision new opportunities for serving one another and following
you. Make of our lives, we pray, a balm to soothe the hurting places in our
world and a light which leads others toward the love and life you offer.  In the
name of Jesus the Christ, by whose life we are inspired, and by whose death
and resurrection we are redeemed.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


