Pre:

In our “Keep Climbing” series we have been addressing the struggles and difficulties of life. There are two backdrops to this: one is the image of mountain climbing—which is the focus of the Bible study. And the other is the image of a storm, which comes from our theme story that we are reading every week. 

So far we have been challenged to trust God in the midst of the storm and to understand that sometimes God doesn’t change the outward circumstances of our lives. Instead God changes us. 


As we continue our journey, today we consider the issue of silence. What do you do when you are looking for a word from God, and God is silent? 


I invite you to listen to two passages from the Bible—first the familiar story about Jesus and the disciples on the Sea of Galilee. And then a brief encouragement about hope and prayer from Romans 8. 

Keep Climbing: Climbing in Silence

Mark 4:35-42, Romans 824-27


I am a person who loves silence. I enjoy getting out in nature, when no one else is around, and just enjoying the quiet wonders of God’s world. I like working in my garden alone with my thoughts. I like sitting quietly in front of my computer and working on creative projects. I like the easy silence that comes in a relationship where two people know each other well enough not to have to speak. 

I like silence. But this message today is about a different kind of silence. A silence that is deafening because of the emptiness that’s in it. It’s those times when we are straining our ears at the door to hear what’s going on. We are waiting for the phone to ring and give us the answer we’re waiting to hear. Waiting for the check to come in the mail. Waiting for the biopsy to come back. Waiting for God to speak a word of information or guidance or comfort. 


This is no small thing, this silence, because we know the power of God’s word. When God speaks, things happen. God spoke the universe into being. “Let there be light!” and there was light. When Jesus said “Peace, be still,” the storm was ended on the Sea of Galilee. God’s word heals the sick and feeds the poor. God’s word comforts the broken-hearted and guides the lost. 


So, what do you do, when God is silent? 


I’m going to make three suggestions. Things you might do when God is silent. 


First, you might try what the disciples did. In the storm on the Sea of Galilee, Jesus is asleep. The wind and the sea are screaming, but Jesus is silent. In this case, the silence doesn’t last long because the disciples shake him and shout at him until he wakes up. You heard them! Don’t you care? Don’t you care that we are perishing? 

Don’t you wish sometimes that you could do that with God? Shout at God. Wake God up. Talk to me! Do something! 


Maybe you have your own version of that. Do you shake your fist at God? Tell God that you’re angry? I think that’s ok, by the way. And if you don’t think so, go read the Psalms. Not just your favorite Psalms, all of them. They are not all placid poems—some of them are angry and vengeful, heart rending cries to God. 


It’s ok to vent your feelings with God. 


But when you’re done venting your feelings, God may still be silent. And then what? 


Well, another thing you might try is to learn to listen better. Maybe God is speaking, but you’re busy listening to your ipod or you’re texting or tweeting. You’re listening on the wrong channel.

Or maybe you heard God, but you don’t like what God is saying, so you turn elsewhere. 


A man named Jack was walking along a steep cliff one day, when he accidentally got too close to the edge and fell. On the way down the cliff he grabbed a branch, which temporarily stopped his fall. He looked down and to his horror he saw that the canyon went straight down for more than a thousand feet. 


He knew he couldn’t hang onto the branch forever, and there was no way for him to climb up the steep wall of the cliff. So Jack did the only thing he could think of. He yelled for help, hoping someone else might be passing that way. 


“Help! Help! Is anyone up there?”


He yelled for a long time but got no response. He was about to give up when he heard a voice. “Jack, Jack. Can you hear me?”


“Yes, yes I can hear you. I’m down here!”


“I can see you, Jack. Are you all right?”


“Yes, but who are you, and where are you?”

“I am the Lord, Jack. I’m everywhere.”

“The Lord? You mean, God?”

“That’s me.”

“God, please help me! I promise that if you get me down from here, I’ll stop sinning. I’ll be a really good person. I’ll serve you for the rest of my life.”

“Easy on the promises, Jack. Let’s get you off from there; then we can talk. Now here’s what I want you to do. Listen carefully.”


“I’ll do anything, Lord. Just tell me what to do.”


“Okay. Let go of the branch.”


“What?”


“I said, let go of the branch. Just trust me. Let go.”


Long silence.


Finally Jack yelled, “Help! Help! Is anyone else up there?” 


Sometimes God’s guidance seems counterintuitive. It doesn’t always fit your picture of how things ought to be. And sometimes it’s just plain hard to do, because it requires letting go of something that you really want to hang onto. 


Here’s where it’s good to remember how very well God knows you. None of us knows the future. We don’t know what is best for us. As Paul said in Romans 8:26, we don’t even know how to pray, or what to pray for. “But God,” Paul says, “who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” Even when God seems silent, even when you don’t know what to pray, the Holy Spirit is interceding—praying—for you, according to the will of God.  


So, when God is silent, tell God what you’re feeling. Then listen – really listen. Understand that God really does know what’s best for you. And then, if God still seems to be silent, you may need to try my third suggestion--wait.

This is the toughest one, isn’t it? I don’t think I know anyone who really likes to wait. In a series of advertisements, Federal Express said, “Waiting is frustrating, demoralizing, agonizing, aggravating, annoying, time consuming and incredibly expensive.”


Yes! I can relate to that. I am a true Baby Boomer, and I want instant gratification. I love Google, because now when I am doing research, and I want to find a quote, instead of searching for hours through my library of books, I just type a fragment of the quote into my search engine, and up it comes. More instantly gratifying e-sources continue to emerge. Email is almost obsolete in the midst of an instant-messaging, tweeting, facebooking world. 


In the mid-twentieth century, Samuel Becket wrote a two-act play called Waiting for Godot. The play tells of two days in the lives of two men “who divert themselves while they wait expectantly and in vain for someone named Godot to arrive. . . . To occupy themselves, they eat, sleep, converse, argue, sing, play games, exercise, swap hats, and contemplate suicide.” Anything, they say, “to hold the terrible silence at bay.” (quoted in Wikipedia) 

For many people, waiting is like that. It’s discouraging and unproductive. Yet, Paul in our passage from Romans, connects waiting with hope. In hope we were saved, he said. In other words, hope is what we live by. Hope in God, hope in what God has done and hope in what God will do. Hope most of all, in God’s presence in our lives. But hope isn’t about what you see, Paul says. In fact it’s the opposite. It wouldn’t be hope if you already had it. But hope takes us forward into an unknown and unseen future. “If we hope for what we do not see,” Paul says, “we wait for it with patience.” And then he goes into that wonderful statement about the Spirit praying for us according to the will of God.

So, children of God, when you are facing tough times, or you are making tough decisions, looking for guidance, and God seems silent, here’s what I hope you can understand: Even if God is silent, God is in the silence, just as surely as Jesus was in the boat with the disciples. And that makes all the difference. When God is silent, it doesn’t mean that God is inactive, it just means it isn’t time yet. There’s more to this than you can see right now. It’s like all of the trees that look barren all winter. It doesn’t look like anything is happening there, but inside where we can’t see, they are working hard, preparing, getting those blossoms and leaves all bunched up and ready to burst out of the buds when the time is right. So it is with you. God is working in you, preparing you for the next leg of your journey. Your job is to cooperate with what God is doing, to talk to God, listen for God’s voice, and wait for the right time when God will come and do a new thing in you and through you. 

I pray that you will find the courage to wait with hope, trusting that the Spirit is praying for you according to the will of God. 
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