October 18, 2020

1st Kings 19:9-14

At that place Elijah came to a cave, and spent the night there.   Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ He answered, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’

God said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about 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. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.
Then there came a voice to him that said, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ He answered, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’
Psalm 46:10
Be still, and know that I am God!
   I am exalted among the nations,
   I am exalted in the earth

Opening Prayer

For this sermon’s opening prayer, we will join together in Psalm 46:10 as we have done in previous weeks.  I will lead us in the phrases and invite you to repeat them to yourself, meditate on them, or speak them quietly aloud.  Settle yourselves and gain an awareness of the ground beneath you and the breath within you.  Close your eyes if this is helpful.   And so we begin.

Be still and know that I am God.  [three long breaths]

Be still and know that I am.  [three long breaths]

Be still and know.  [three long breaths]

Be still.  [three long breaths]

Be. [three long breaths]

Amen

Benediction:    Loving God, we thank you for hearing our prayers, feeding us with your word, and encouraging us in our meeting together.  Take us and use us to love and serve you, and all people, in the power of your Spirit and in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

1st Kings 19:9-14; Psalm 46:10
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Three Sides of Stillness
Today we enter week five in our sermon series on “Be Still and Know That I Am God”.   Today I will be exploring the concept of “stillness”.   In my preparations for this topic of stillness I have been drawn to three distinct nuances of silence and stillness.    First, being still before God can bring calm; and this was reflected in the personal stories which Lynn Driedger, the Driedgers of Grassy Plains Farm, and my CPT friend offered two weeks ago.   
Being still before God can also bring on emotions which make us want to duck for cover.   Elijah, after all, wraps his face in his cloak when he encounters God in the silence and stillness. Was he terrified?  Was he unable to look into the still reality of the Divine?  Did the carved out stillness raise residual feelings of loneliness or over-functioning?  We are not certain, but the surrounding circumstances may point us in directions of consideration.


Elijah has just been part of a great competition with the prophets of Baal in which Yahweh proved mightier.  And then in an act of revenge Elijah instigated a massacre of those prophets.  From what I can tell in this1st Kings text, God did not command this slaughter.  I am sure Elijah had the best of intentions, but maybe this violent act of religious purification was weighing on his conscience.  Ahab & Jezebel, patrons of those ill fated prophets, were understandably not happy with the situation and issued a kill order on Elijah.  In the conversation with God prior to and following the Divine revelation (19.10, 14), Elijah insists that he alone is left. While Elijah may have felt alone, the text is clear prior to and following the Divine revelation that there were, in fact, seven thousand in Israel who had not worshipped Baal (19.18).   And then there is the reality that Elijah is having this conversation with God—can one have a conversation if one is truly alone?
Stillness often times confronts us with those less savory things we have done, left undone, tacitly supported, or unjustly benefitted from.  Stillness can also have the effect of jading our perspective—feelings of isolation, for example, when actually we are not alone.   In a spiritual condition in which we are hurting, stillness and silence can exacerbate the internal cracks with which we live.  

A third dimension of stillness is often more akin to paralysis than anything; and paralysis is different than terror or grief.   I have two sources of reference on this point.    In a recent article appearing in the Christian Century, Danielle Hansen describes the effect of trauma—like Pandemic—on the brain’s ability to function.

Even those who aren’t showing extreme symptoms of posttraumatic stress may find it hard to concentrate or focus.  This “brain fog” happens during stressful events because the brain shuts down those parts that do higher-functioning work in order to allow other parts of the brain, those tasked with basic survival, to take over.  

“Brain fog” is a form of stillness which is a consequence of trauma.  Brain fog stillness is not a state of calm.   My second quote echoes these thoughts.
“When neither flight or fight will ensure [an] animal’s safety, there is another line of defence; immobility (freezing), which is just as universal to survival.  For inexplicable reasons, this defense strategy is rarely given equal billing in texts in biology and psychology.   Yet, it is an equally viable survival strategy in threatening situations.   In many [cases], it is the best choice….


On the biological level, success doesn’t mean winning, it means surviving, and it doesn’t really matter how you get there.  The object is to stay alive until the danger is past and deal with the consequences later.  Nature places no value judgement about which is the superior strategy, period.   If the coyote leaves the seemingly dead opossum alone, it will recover from its immobility and walk off unconcerned about whether it could have responded in a better way.  Animals do not view freezing as a sign of inadequacy or weakness, nor should we.

A form of stillness happens when we are hit by a car or an illness or an unfortunate relationship or a pandemic—it is a stillness emerging from trauma.  The survival strategy, for some in these days, will be freezing:  a coma like stillness.  And then, a bit later, we are invited to make sense of the train wreck we have survived.


These three faces of stillness brought to mind sentiments I had heard from Edna Froese in a conversation at the end of summer.  A week or so ago I called Edna explaining the direction this sermon was going and asked if she would be willing to write down some of her thoughts.  When I read a draft she sent, I asked her if she would be willing to read her text.  She agreed, so with that I invite Edna to the pulpit.
---------------------
Edna Froese
Nutana Park Mennonite Church 
(October 18, 2020)
Shades and Shadows of Stillness


Shakespeare once wrote of greatness: “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, some have greatness thrust upon them.” Which sounds suitably profound, especially for the rather flaky narcissistic character who gets those lines. Back in another lifetime, as a grad student, I wrote an essay that riffed on the quotation, changing it to “some are born mad, some achieve madness, and some have madness thrust upon them,” a version that suited the said character considerably better than any talk of greatness.

The gorgeous line with which the poet of Psalm 46 ends his poem, “Be still and know that I am God,” has comforted generations upon generations of worshipers of Yahweh and followers of Jesus of Nazareth. More recently, it has become a meditative practice, aiding quiet prayer and awareness of the Divine presence. 


Just what prompted me to bring the concept of stillness in the psalmist’s poem together with Shakespeare’s flexible wisdom, I’m not sure. Perhaps it was that stillness, as I initially understood it, seemed so variously experienced: “Some are born to stillness, some achieve stillness, and some have stillness thrust upon them.” That seemed appropriate both for me and for our troubled times. 


For I was certainly born with an inclination to stillness, and family circumstances only reinforced my innate tendency to be at home with silence. I was often solitary on our farm and I liked it. My instinctive response to stress was to withdraw, preferably outdoors in the nearby woods – the “bush” as we called those scrubby poplars and willows that were allowed to grow because the land wasn’t worth plowing, and the farmhouse needed a windbreak. 

My lifetime’s preference has been to holiday in the mountains, hiking the trails, visiting the lakes, bagging the walk-up peaks, all of which is infinitely better than touring cities and paying admission to visit tourist sites. My soul needs quiet time, stillness. Fortunately, such stillness can be found indoors as well. I am not, however, a complete hermit: a goodly helping of meaningful social contact is likewise essential. I suspect that all human beings require some balance between stillness and sociability; it’s just that the proportions differ, sometimes markedly.

The pandemic has changed our attitudes toward stillness. The lockdown of March meant that some stillness, at least, was “forced upon us.” For me, however, that enforced stillness was primarily a relief. By March, I had been living with severe anemia since about mid-August of 2019, almost seven months. I initially blamed my increased tiredness on being out of shape, so I simply continued living as usual while my body did its best to adapt to less and less iron. At some point, though, the nameless fatigue sent me to a doctor who began what she called a “fishing expedition” for a cause. By February, my haemoglobin count had dropped even lower, and I was frequently exhausted. Not grasping the possible seriousness of the anemia, I just carried on with my commitments: Adult Education, Women’s Bible Study, leading worship as required. 


When the lockdown was announced, I was profoundly relieved. No more obligations! I welcomed the stillness of no social contacts; I could claim as many hours of writing as I chose or simply stare out the window while I contemplated the desirability of a nap. Stillness was what my soul craved and what my body needed. 


As the months wore on, without explanation for the anemia or possibility of having requisite testing done, I became ever more grateful for occasional visits with friends, outdoors on our back patio. That seemed sufficient. It was hard, though, to give up the annual family camping and hiking week in the Rockies. I missed the silence of the trail, with its accompaniment of bird songs, scolding of squirrels, and the wordless conversation of the wind in the trees. And the enforced stillness became difficult. Inner stillness, which is a process of achievement as well as inborn inclination, also became increasingly difficult, especially once the finally available testing revealed the colon cancer that was the source of my deepening fatigue. 


Surgery happened in mid-August. For five days, I was in a ward with three other people. I was literally never alone; people were always near, even if only my ward-mates, more often one or many medical staff. After months of keeping my distance from people, I was surrounded by people, touched often (sometimes as part of medical procedures, sometimes as gestures of comfort), and involved in and overhearing conversations. It was like manna in the wilderness. I could still seize moments of silence, could eventually walk the halls and be alone, sort of. Mostly, though, I was with people of all ages—okay, no children. Adults of all ages. And I was being cared for by compassionate, efficient, knowledgeable medical staff. Given my circumstances, it was precisely what was needed. It was also a setting in which I became acutely aware of the needs of others and the dire circumstances in which others faced challenges I knew nothing about (see “A Lamp in the Night” on https://stonesandflowers.home.blog/). 


Then I was discharged. That was, of course, good news. I was now recovered enough (barely!) to be able to go home again. Once again stillness reigned – it was not chosen, as it hadn’t ever been to that extent – but now it felt distinctly enforced against my will in contrast to the warmth of people that I had known for just those few short days. Dealing as I was with questions about the future and the limitations of a post-surgery body, stillness now felt like loneliness. 


And I realize, as I tell this story, that I’m not allowing the poet to have his full say about stillness. It’s been too easy, in these COVID days, for me to conflate stillness with silence or stillness with solitude. That’s not fair to the poet’s conclusion “Be still and know that I am God.” The entire psalm has been about action! People’s actions and God’s actions and nature’s “act of God” actions! In the context of Psalm 46, to be still means to stop fussing, both inwardly and outwardly. Stop trying to control things. Give up the bows and spears; cease being frightened. Recognize that God is our refuge and God will be exalted. 


The poet wrote in a context of wars and conflicts among nations, sieges, battles, not to mention adverse weather events. These days we mostly fear different kinds of desolations upon the earth, although we haven’t yet given up national conflicts either. As I try to place “Be still and know that I am God” in our current context and my life as it is now, I might define stillness as something like this: “be at rest inwardly, stop reaching for instant remedies and/or gratifications. Let your heart be quiet.” That state of mind and heart might be more easily achieved when we’re alone and when we’re silent. It might also happen when we’re with people who can encourage and support and care for us. Such groundedness, an inner and outer serenity, can sometimes seem as if it comes naturally, as if some people are simply born to it. It can also be achieved through discipline, through practice. So far I can still paraphrase Shakespeare and agree with his categories. 

But genuine stillness cannot be forced upon us. Silence and solitude – isolation, as the case may be – can be forced upon us. They do not automatically bring stillness. That is something else. To achieve the stillness and knowledge of God that the psalmist was speaking of, we need to live into the silence and solitude with acceptance and trust, especially trust. Trust will make it possible to endure the “desolations” and the conflicts. 
---------------------

May God grant us the stillness which enables us to survive, which brings wisdom, trust, and peace.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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