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Sermon       Sunday 9 August, 2015 
 
 
Lessons 1 Kings 19: 4 – 8  St John 6: 35, 41 – 51 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Still us, O God.   Grant us Your sacred peace.   May we hear Your words of silence 
sound within our soul.   Lead us ever more deeply into Your eternity.   Amen. 
 
 
 

Broken by events, by politics, threats and violence, the prophet Elijah 

flees the city of Ahab into the desert.   Elijah is alone.   After a day’s 

journey through the heat and dryness of the wilderness, he sits in the 

shade under a solitary broom tree.   He contemplates his own death; 

he can see only the darkest side of the situation.   With deflated spirit, 

God’s prophet prays, ‘It is enough:  now, O LORD, take away my life…’   

Elijah had killed the prophets of the god, Baal, and, in response, King 

Ahab’s wife, Jezebel, had ordered Elijah’s death, and so he fled.    

 

Exhausted and dehydrated, he lies down to sleep under a tree.   In 

what may be a dream or a mystical experience, an angel touches him 

and says, ‘Get up and eat’.   Elijah saw a cake baked on hot stones, and 

a jar of water.   He eats and drinks and, having had his fill, falls asleep 

a second time.   Once more the angel touches him and bids him eat 

and drink, which again he does.   Elijah is told that the nourishment 
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he has received is to give him strength for a journey of 40 days and 

40 nights.   He is told to go to Horeb, the mountain of God.   It is there 

standing at the entrance to a cave that the prophet ‘hears’ the voice of 

God in what Scripture calls ‘the sound of sheer silence.’   God is heard 

not in the wind that splits the mountain, the earthquake or the fire, 

not in any dramatic, overwhelming show of power, but in a still, small 

voice:  in the sound of sheer silence. 

 

The Bible, we know, is a patchwork of beautifully crafted pieces of 

literature weaving together myth and spirituality and fragments of 

history.   There is an uncanny parallel between the legend of Elijah 

and that of Moses.   Mount Horeb is Mount Sinai.   Sinai is the setting 

for the cloud and crashing thunder and lightning, and the mystical 

experience of Moses.   It is in this same place that Elijah encounters 

the Sacred.   Like Elijah, Moses’ experience of the Holy takes place 

after 40 days and 40 nights.   Like Elijah, there is a dark moment in 

the life of Moses when he pleads with God for death.   Overwhelmed 

by events and unable to carry the burdens placed upon him, Moses 

appeals to God, ‘Put me to death at once.’    
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It is possible that the Elijah story is modelled on the Moses story.   If 

so, perhaps one progression, one theological leap forward, is that God 

is no longer revealed in words, in the Commandments and the pages 

of commentary that follow, but now in the mystical, subtle sound of 

sheer silence.   So often when we visit churches and great cathedrals 

in Scotland, England or throughout the world, we ‘hear’ or ‘feel’ the 

prayers of previous generations soaked into the air.   It is as if the 

stones themselves praise God.   I hope that, at least from time to time, 

we too ‘hear’ and ‘feel’ the prayers of previous generations in this 

building.   At its best, religious is about spirituality, the life of the 

Spirit, the communion of the human soul with the Soul of the Divine.    

 

In the Elijah legend, what sort of food and drink would give a man 

sustenance for 40 days and 40 nights?   No amount of cake and water 

consumed in one or two days would sustain anyone for almost six 

weeks!   This food and drink is the Spirit of God; it is the Spirit which 

gives us life and lifts us.   This is a story that says we are to feed on 

the Spirit of God, and drink from the Soul of God.    

 

In the Gospel of St John, Jesus said, ‘I am the bread of life.   Whoever 

comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will 
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never be thirsty.’   Again, he said, ‘Very truly, I tell you, whoever 

believes has eternal life.   I am the bread of life.’   ‘I am’ is the name of 

God:  it is the name God gives of Himself to Moses on Mount Sinai.   

God said, ‘I AM’.   If we take these words as food, if we let Jesus speak 

those words within us, we experience the Presence of God within us, 

and ‘hear’ and ‘feel’ the voice of God.   Deep within you and me, God 

says, ‘I am….Whoever believes has eternal life.’   Jesus spoke of His 

followers being ‘drawn by the Father’.   At its best, religion nourishes 

the Spirit within us. 

 

The voice of God is ‘heard’ and felt’ through the inward reading of 

Scripture, sucking from each word its goodness.   The voice is also 

‘heard’ and ‘felt’ in the sound of sheer silence and in the silence that 

follows sucking on the Word.   This year in St Andrews, the Open Golf 

championship was won by the American, Zach Johnson.   Johnson 

said that he always draws strength from inwardly reading ‘bits’ of the 

Bible.   In his hotel room, on the practice ground and out on the 

fairway and greens, he said that ‘I had some Scripture going on in my 

head.’   The years of his life before he became a Christian he calls ‘my 

blind years’.   He said he thought being a Christian was ‘boring’; he 

found it to be the ‘complete opposite’.   Speaking to the world’s 
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media, Johnson recited verses from Psalm 24:  ‘Lift up your heads, 

you gates; be lifted up, you ancient doors, that the King of glory may 

come in.’   For Johnson, it seems to me, he ‘hears’ and ‘feels’ God 

speak within him; through the Psalms, biblical legends and words of 

Jesus, his soul is nourished.    

 

In the late 1950s, Bob and Alma McAllister travelled as missionaries 

from Belfast to what is now the Central Republic of Congo, a country 

the size of Western Europe.      Their three children were born in 

Congo.   Growing up in Belfast, Bob was greatly influenced by the 

mission hall preachers.   While a teenager, at one such service, he 

heard the preacher ask, ‘How many of you want to flee from your 

destruction?’   ‘Where will you flee to?’   The preacher answered his 

own question:  ‘Flee into the arms of Jesus!’   Bob said this was a 

turning point in his life.    

 

Having gained independence from Belgium in 1960, the country fell 

into a prolonged period of violence.   In 1964, there was an 

international hostage crisis and troops from the US and Belgium 

were sent into the country.   It is still a country torn by violence.   

Between 1998 and 2003, over six million Congolese were murdered 
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in a civil war.   Back in 1964, in the midst of the rebellion, when the 

rebels started to lose against the American and Belgian soldiers, the 

rebels started killing any and all white people.    

 

Together with other missionaries, Bob and his family became 

prisoners in the mission compound.   Alma’s good friend, Ruby Gray, 

a nurse who had set up a maternity hospital, was gravely wounded 

by machete and spear.  Thrown into the river, to the crocodiles, her 

last words were, ‘Glory to God.’    

 

Bob’s good friend, Hector McMillan was shot dead.   McMillan had a 

wife and six children.   When they learned that Hector had been 

killed, his wife said to the children: 

 
  Your Daddy’s gone.   We’re not gonna cry.   You 
  can cry if you want to, but I’m not gonna cry. 
  We’ve given our Daddy for the greatest cause on  
  the earth – preaching the gospel of the Lord Jesus 
  Christ. 
 
Fifty years later, reflecting on these events, one of Hector’s sons said: 
 
  My mother had all the reason in the world to say, 
  ‘These bad men out there took your Daddy’s life.’ 
  But, within a minute, instead, she chose to forgive. 
  That did something for each of us six boys.   It made 
  us the men we are today. 
 
  She chose to forgive.   She could have chosen the  



 7 

  other and we would have grown up very bitter…. 
  and where would we be today? 
 
Bob, his family and his missionary friends understands what 

hardship and moments of utter darkness mean.   Like Moses, Elijah 

and Jesus, they have lived under oppressive, aggressive and violent 

regimes.   Nourished by the faith, by the Word and by the silence, 

they were able to face incredible persecution.    

 

In 2014, Bob, his family and other missionaries returned to Congo to 

mark the 50th anniversary of the rebellion and to remember those 

who had died in the conflict.   Looking back on his life, he says that it 

had been worth it:  the Church in Congo is now larger than it has ever 

been.   Speaking to the young people at a gathering, he said, ‘Listen to 

the voice of God.   Go and preach, and God’s blessing will be upon 

you.’    

 

Listen to the voice of God; in other words, listen to our intuitions, our 

rational discernment; consider our gifts and talents but, above all, let 

the Spirit live within.   Through silence and Scripture, let it speak.   

Here and feel again the words of Jesus:  ‘I am the bread of life.   

Whoever believes has eternal life.’ 

Amen. 


