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We are on a forced retreat, and have been for a while now.  Under other 
conditions, what we have needed to do in order to protect our health and the health of 
those around us might look like a retreat — like a retreat for reconnecting, unplugging 
and recharging.  Retreat as in place of renewal, a break from our usual stresses.  It’s kind 
of like we’ve been forced into some version of Henry David Thoreau going to live in a 
cabin off the grid for a while.  Henry recognizes that he does still have to come into 
town for some things, but he is very consciously trying to commit to social distancing.  

Thoreau at Walden Pond as social distancing.  He was trying to put some 
distance between himself and a society and an economy that was entangled with 
immorality.  It wasn’t just spiritual integrity that Henry was seeking by building his 
cabin and planting his beans; it was moral integrity.  His attempt to “simplify, simplify, 
simplify” wasn’t just about contemplating the rising sun and the trees of the forest, 
though it was about that.  It was just as much about trying to live a moral life.  

At one point in Walden, Henry describes setting out to do some fishing.  As he’s 
waist-deep in the river, it starts to rain, and then it starts to thunder, and Henry runs for 
cover to the nearest house — Henry calls it a “hut.”  A poor Irish immigrant family lives 
there.  The man works for a neighboring farmer — hard work that doesn’t pay well.  
The family is struggling just trying to get by.  Henry tells them that he’s living very 
cheaply, in a simple house he built himself that is “tight, light, and clean.”  Henry says 
to them that “I did not use tea, nor coffee, nor butter, nor milk, nor fresh meat, and so 
did not have to work to get them . . .”  Henry writes in Walden about these luxuries that 

“the only true America is that country where you are at liberty to pursue such a 
mode of life as may enable you to do without these, and where the state does not 
endeavor to compel you to sustain the slavery and war and other superfluous 
expenses which directly or indirectly result from the use of such things.”  

He’s trying to figure out if it is possible to live with this sort of freedom, with this sort of 
integrity.  Part of a system with systemic problems, he’s trying to figure out how to 
change the system.  In his famous essay on “Civil Disobedience” which was written 
while he lived in his cabin, Henry says, “Let your life be a counter friction to stop the 
machine.”  

Thoreau retreats to his cabin to get outside of the machine, to generate some 
counter friction.  Socially distanced, in nature, free to contemplate nature — and free 
use his cabin for anti-slavery meetings — he finds a more meaningful, more spiritual 
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way to approach living.  He commits himself to a spiritual morality like that described 
in a meditation by the UU minister Mark Belletini.  

When machetes of injustice
tear apart the fabric of the nation and the world,
I speak up. 
[. . . ]
When the moon rests like a thin slice of lemon
in the sparkling glass of morning,
I smile in silence.1

I’ve shared with you before that one of the main questions I ask when I’m trying 
to understand a situation, when I’m trying to feel my way through a situation is a 
question like this:  Where is God in this?  Or, if you prefer: Where is the voice of Grace, 
the voice of Love in this?  One of the passages in the Hebrew Bible that gets associated 
with this question is the story about the prophet Elijah that we heard Leah tell in the 
story earlier this morning.  

Prophet Elijah was a righteous prophet who challenged the prophets and priests 
of the Canaanite God Baal.  You’re not worshipping the true God, Elijah was saying.  
This was brave of him.  Worship of Baal was the state religion at the time and prophets 
of the God of the Israelites were being killed.  Elijah was the last one standing.  He 
challenges the prophets of Baal:  let’s each prepare a sacrifice.  You prepare one for Baal 
and I’ll prepare one for the LORD.  Gather the wood together, and whichever prepared 
sacrifice gets lit on fire, we’ll know that’s the true God.  Despite their pleading, Baal 
doesn’t show up to light the fire.  Elijah says, watch this: douse the wood under my 
offering with water and the LORD God will still light it on fire.  Elijah calls to God, “you 
let it be known that you are God in Israel” (1 Kings 18:36) and sure enough “the fire of 
the LORD fell and consumed the burnt offering, the wood, the stones, and the dust, and 
even licked up the water …” (1 Kings 18:38)  Everyone is impressed and Elijah 
celebrates by killing all the prophets of Baal.  

Queen Jezebel is angered by this and threatens Elijah’s life.  Elijah runs and runs 
and ends up on Mount Horeb/Mount Sinai.  God speaks to Elijah, asking “What are 
you doing here?” and Elijah answers, “I have been very zealous for the LORD” and so 
my life is in danger.  This is when God tells Elijah to stand out on the mount because the 
LORD is going to pass by.  

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.  [1 Kings 19:11-12 (NRSV)]
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It’s the King James translation that says “after the fire a still small voice.”  Other 
translations are “a gentle whisper” (NIV), “a low whisper,” or “a soft murmuring 
sound” (JPS).  My favorite is one suggested by a rabbi named Mike Comins: “a voice of 
fragile silence.”   It is in the fragile silence that Elijah hears God.  2

Wind, earthquake, fire — all are signs of God’s presence in other places in the 
Bible.  And it was fire just a moment ago that showed God was here.  But not now.  
Now, God is a voice of fragile silence.  And God asks Elijah again, “What are you doing 
here?”  Elijah gives the same answer.  “I’ve been very zealous for the LORD.”  God’s 
reply to this is it is time for someone else to be prophet in your place.  Go anoint Elisha 
“as prophet in your place” (1 Kings 19:16).

 The Rabbi Jonathan Sacks argues that Elijah and Elisha were very much the 
same as prophets.  Rabbi Sacks says, “There was only one difference: Elisha was not a 
zealot.”  Sacks continues: 

In effect, God was saying to Elijah: false prophets believe in power. At 
Mount Carmel you showed that I am a greater power. You defeated idolatry on 
its own terms. That may be fine for those tempted by idolatry, but that is not 
who I am. The supreme power cares for the powerless. The creator of life loves 
life. The voice that summoned the universe into being is still and small, hardly 
louder than a whisper. To hear God you have to listen.  3

On our forced retreat, what have we been listening to?  
In the actual fire and wind, the wildfires and the hurricanes, I hear a god saying 

that a fragile, livable climate is in danger.   In the chants of protestors, loud as they may 
be, I hear a small fragile voice that is trying to be heard.  “Look at how we are being 
broken,” is what I hear.  I don’t want those voices to be quieter.  What is a voice of 
fragile silence?

There is some fragile silence happening that feels difficult to me.  There is dead 
silence where the voices friends and members of this congregation should be.  I feel 
that, and I know lots of you are experiencing silences that are not feeling divine.  But 
around those silences, where we are fragile, I also hear voices of Grace and Love.  I have 
heard Grace and Love in your voices, you good people, in the ways you have reached 
out to one another.   

Rabbi Mike Comins, in his interpretation of the Elijah story, directs our attention 
to the question that God is asking Elijah.  In the Bible translation I use the most, the 
question is “What are you doing here?”  Rabbi Comins suggests another translation of 
the Hebrew:  What is for you here?  Elijah is in the desert where, Rabbi Comins says, 
“your previous understanding of how God communicates with you no longer applies; 
where your past experience misleads you …”  Who shall you be here?
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Here we are on our forced retreat.  Here we are experiencing our fragility in 
shocking and unexpected ways.  Here we are experiencing radical changes to our 
everyday lives.  Here we are experiencing the resistance — our resistance and the 
resistance of others — to changes we’ve had to make, and to changes we need but have 
yet to make.  Here we are, experiencing a growing resistance to the ways economic 
systems and institutional systems have compelled us to act without our willing it in 
ways that perpetuate racial injustice and ill health of people and planet.  Ill health of 
spirit.  What are we doing here?  How can we move in the direction of grace and love?

Hear these words of the Rev. Sean Parker Dennison from their poem “How to 
Survive the Apocalypse”:  

First, learn to listen.
Not only for enemies around 
corners in hidden places,
but for the faint footsteps
of hope and the whisper of resistance.

May we not “flee from the wild silence and the wild dark.” May we not pack up private 
gods and hunker down in unexamined zealotries.  May we make time to listen for a 
still, small voice of fragile silence.  May we hear Grace.  May we hear Love.  May we 
hear God.  May we hear the reed shaken by the wind.  May it be so.4
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