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“The Sound of Sheer Silence”



a sermon for August 13, 2023 by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno

based on I Kings 19:9-18 

The first line of the Psalm appointed for us today goes this way, “The fool, in his heart, says, “There is no God.”

Maybe, but atheism is about the fastest growing religion in the country today.  It has picked up a lot of traction in the last 20+ years – ever since the actions of what we call 9 -11.  

If fundamentalist religion led people to fly airplanes into skyscrapers, then believing in God  must be dangerous.  So goes some thinking.  

Back in 2006 Newsweek magazine tapped Sam Harris to put his view of atheism into a few short paragraphs --

Despite a full century of scientific insights attesting to the antiquity of life and the greater antiquity of the Earth, more than half the American population believes that the entire cosmos was created 6,000 years ago. This is, incidentally, about a thousand years after the Sumerians invented glue.”  

Then he gets prophetic …
Those with the power to elect presidents and congressmen—and many who themselves get elected—believe that dinosaurs lived two by two upon Noah's Ark, that light from distant galaxies was created en route to the Earth and that the first members of our species were fashioned out of dirt and divine breath, in a garden with a talking snake . . . 

This is embarrassing. But add to this comedy of false certainties the fact that 44 percent of Americans are confident that Jesus will return to Earth sometime in the next 50 years, and you will glimpse the terrible liability of this sort of thinking. Given the most common interpretation of Biblical prophecy, it is not an exaggeration to say that nearly half the American population is eagerly anticipating the end of the world. 
It should be clear that this faith-based nihilism provides its adherents with absolutely no incentive to build a sustainable civilization economically, environmentally or geopolitically. Some of these people are lunatics, of course, but they are not the lunatic fringe. We are talking about the explicit views of Christian ministers who have congregations numbering in the tens of thousands. These are some of the most influential, politically connected and well-funded people in our society.

It is, of course, taboo to criticize a person's religious beliefs. The problem, however, is that much of what people believe in the name of religion is intrinsically divisive, unreasonable and incompatible with genuine morality. . . . 

A case in point: embryonic-stem-cell research is one of the most promising developments in the last century of medicine. It could offer therapeutic breakthroughs for every human ailment (for the simple reason that stem cells can become any tissue in the human body). [It could cure]  diabetes, Parkinson's disease, severe burns, and a lot more. 

[Wrong-headed theology leading to wrong-headed public policy] is prolonging the scarcely endurable misery of tens of millions of human beings.  (Nov. 13, 2006 issue of NEWSWEEK).
Sam Harris makes some important points here.  I like what he says, but I don’t like that he lumps all Christians together and ignores Christians, like many of us here, who read the Bible critically, who know that the story of Adam and Eve is a powerful myth, not history, and who have no trouble at all with stem cell research.  

Harris and the other high profile atheists all argue that because God is not empirically provable God therefore cannot exist. That is bogus reasoning as has been pointed out by many people, including some other atheists.  

“Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”  Huston Smith.  

Besides, the Bible never says God’s existence is provable.  St. Paul in his letter to the Romans says,  “How unsearchable are [God’s] judgments and [God’s] ways past finding out!  For who hath known the mind of the Lord? Or who hath been his counselor” (Romans, 11:33-34)
The criticism made by atheists that the existence of God cannot be demonstrated is no criticism at all; for a God whose existence could be demonstrated wouldn’t be a God; that kind of god would just be another object in the field of human vision. . . . 

No, over and over the Bible makes the point that God’s ways are unsearchable.  This, in fact, under-girds the integrity of the Bible.  So does a story the Biblical book of 1 Kings, concerning the prophet Elijah. 

Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind, an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence.

And the last word about God is no word or act at all.  It is simply silence.  Sheer utter, resonant silence. Majestic silence.  God may be more inconspicuously present here than anywhere else in the Bible.

The poet Rumi captures this …

Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing
and right-doing there is a field.
I'll meet you there.

When the soul lies down in that grass
the world is too full to talk about.

The text from I Kings is saying, “Be still and know in a way beyond knowing, that I am God.”

The great 11th century theologian, Thomas Aquinas, toward the end of his life, quit writing.  He had written a multivolume SUMMA THEOLOGICA summing up everything one could know about God, or so he thought.  Then he even quit talking. Now, I had thought that Aquinas kept that famous silence of his for a short time; maybe a month, but reports say it went on over a year. He realized he had made a fool of himself, trying to contain God in books, and later he said so explicitly. 

It's like the old story of the green mango.  If you had never tasted a green mango and you ask me, "What does it taste like?" I'd say to you, "Sour," but in giving you a word, I've put you off the track. Right?  

Most people aren't very wise when it comes to God; they seize upon the words of scripture and they get it all wrong. 

"Sour," I say, and you ask, "Sour like vinegar? Sour like a lemon?" No, not sour like a lemon -- sour like a mango. 

"But I never tasted one," you say. Too bad!  But you go ahead and write a doctoral thesis on it. You wouldn't have if you had tasted it.   And the day you finally taste a green mango, you say, "Gawd, I made a fool of myself. I shouldn't have written that thesis." That's exactly what Thomas Aquinas did, and he regretted it.

He realized that his many words about God were more an expression of his doubt than of his faith.  

In his famous commentary on a work of the philosopher, Boethius, Aquinas says there are three ways of knowing God: (1) in the creation, (2) in God's actions through history, and (3) in the highest form of the knowledge of God -- to know God tamquam ignotum (to know God as the unknown). The highest form of talking about the holy is to know that one does not know. 
Now, this is not an Oriental Zen master speaking. This is a canonized saint of the Roman Catholic Church, the prince of theologians for centuries. To know God as unknown. 
That would set at rest so many questions people have because we're always living under the illusion that we know. We don't. We cannot know.

What is scripture, then? It's a hint, a clue, not a description. And the wind and fire and earthquakes mentioned in the I Kings story? They’re just natural phenomena. God wasn’t in any of them, just because they are dramatic happenings.
This is important because the fanaticism of one sincere believer who thinks he knows, can cause more evil than the united efforts of a hundred thousand atheists. It's terrifying to see what sincere believers will do with airplanes and skyscrapers and the right to run for office, because they think they know. 

In Athens, a city that adored philosophy, the Christian genius, Paul, was being goaded by skeptics to say too much about God and make a fool of himself.  Instead of falling into their trap, he cunningly quotes one of their own favorite philosophers  when he said, “In God we live and move and have our being.”

“In God we live and move and have our being.”

What could be better than that?  He is saying that, when it comes to God, human beings are like fish swimming in the ocean.  God is so much a part of our lives we can’t even sense God.  

Well, Christianity says that some of the simpler people of the first century sensed God in a certain Palestinian peasant -- something about his eyes, the sound of his voice, his wisdom.  He was like no one they’d ever known.  They had a hunch about him that had to do his being close to the heart of God.  
Ironically, the intellectuals of his day called Pharisees were a club of men promoting a brand new religious fundamentalism.  These were people who believed they “knew” what God was really like – and their idea of God was all about law and exactitude, exclusivity and wrathfulness. Jesus’ idea of God couldn’t have been more different.  As a result the Pharisees felt threatened by him  and his popularity and so they worked to get rid of him as fast as they could.  

Religion, at its best, is about us being honest about our lack of awareness, but it also requires that we be honest about our hunches. 
As always, true spirituality is about waking up. It’s never about getting into a shouting match with someone, defending your religion or criticizing theirs.  

As Lao Tzu says, "The one who knows, does not say; [and] the one who says, does not know." 

All revelations, however divine, are never any more than a finger pointing at the moon, anyway. As they say in the East, "When the sage points to the moon, all the idiot sees is the finger."

Jean Guiton, a very pious and orthodox French writer, adds a terrifying comment: "Humans often use that finger to gouge other people’s eyes out."  How appalling.  

There is a lot of censoring going on among right wing Christians today.  Some even advocate book burning.  You know, burning books is always a lousy idea. 
Heinrich Heine, the German poet, foresaw the worst early in the 19th century.  
He said the following: “Where they burn books, in the end, they will also burn people.” 
Let us never forget that less than a decade separated the Nazi book burning of 1933 from the crematoria of the Final Solution.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is remembered to have said,   “Darkness cannot drive out darkness.  Only light can do that.  And hatred cannot drive out hatred, either. The only antidote to hatred is always love.”

Let me add that I believe the antidote to atheism isn’t blind believing.  It is wonder.  Right wing Christians yearning for Armageddon are so misguided. 

They have no use for wonder or for openness to fresh movements of the spirit.  

Rachel Carson once said, “The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe about us, the less taste we shall have for destruction.”   
Exactly.  
“The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.”   (William Butler Yeats)
Amen
