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Gifts of the Dark Wood, Part 2: The Gift of Emptiness 
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Scripture: 1 Kings 19:3-16  

I. Find Your Cave 

 

Do you ever feel like the world’s problems are so overwhelming that you’d rather bury your 

head in the sand for the next few years—or decades? But even ostriches must lift their heads 

eventually. In many ways, we’re like them. Yet, there’s wisdom in our instinct to withdraw. 

 

You’ve likely heard the saying, “Don’t just stand there. Do something!” But when chaos rages 

around us like a storm, sometimes the best response is the opposite: “Don’t just do something. 

Stand there!” 
 

This is wisdom the prophet Elijah understood well when he fled from King Ahab and Queen 

Jezebel in the 8th century BCE. His retreat to a cave deep in the Sinai wilderness is a powerful 

example of a truth we often resist: Sometimes, the wisest course of action is inaction. 

Sometimes, the most strategic move is what author David James Duncan calls strategic 

withdrawal.1 We step out of our frenetic, anxious activity and into an unhurried and unflustered 

space where the wisdom that constantly surrounds us and resides within us may surface.  

 

As a prophet, Elijah was deeply at odds with the political leaders of his day. Elijah spoke truth to 

power, only to find that Ahab and Jezebel had no interest in truth. Instead, they promoted 

whatever “alternative truth” maintained their authority, no matter how at odds they were with 

reality. Making matters worse, Ahab and Jezebel surrounded themselves with religious leaders 

who pronounced divine blessing and support for their every action—no matter how unjust. 

Prophets like Elijah, whose highest loyalty was not to the ruling elite but to Yahweh, were 

branded as unpatriotic enemies of the state.  

 

Doesn't this ancient story already feel strikingly contemporary?  Just wait! 

 

As a result of Elijah’s frequent clashes with Ahab and Jezebel, an order was sent out to hunt 

Elijah down and kill him. Hence, his flight deep into the Sinai wilderness.  

 

One thing people frequently misunderstand about prophets in our tradition is that God does 

not give prophets unique superpowers that can get them out of a jam or hand them a cheat 

sheet about the future. The wisdom and insight a prophet receives from God is available to 

everyone. What distinguishes a prophet from the rest of us is their attentiveness to the 

information God’s world is constantly revealing – and their determination to act on what it 

reveals. 

 

In the prophetic words of Elizabeth Barrett Browning:  

 
1 See the Addendum at the end of this sermon for a fun piece Duncan wrote about Strategic Withdrawal. 
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Earth's crammed with heaven. 

And every common bush aflame with God. 

But only one who sees takes off one’s shoes. 

The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries. 

 

If you are paying attention enough to notice Earth’s crammed with heaven, then you already 

know one of the deep messages Jesus came to teach, which we covered last week: That heaven 

is already here, and we’d best change our whole way of thinking and believe the good news! 

Instead of assuming it’s solely up to us to work through our troubles, the good news is that 

heaven is here to help. Instead of blindly rushing in where even angels fear to tread, we can 

watch for a path that a “heaven-crammed Earth” reveals.  

 

This is one of the great Gifts of Emptiness – when you realize that you don’t have all the 

answers and have neither the power nor the wisdom to face trying times alone. 
 

In the words of Canadian folk singer Scott Cook, who performed brilliantly at Tsunami Books 

on Friday, “They say that ignorance is bliss, but sometimes it’s what you think you know that 

hurts you.”  

 

Prophets don’t think they know very much. Therefore, they don’t charge forward without first 

dropping to their knees.  

 

Martin Luther, the original “prophet of Protestantism,” is said to have observed one day, “I have 

so much to do that I’ll need to spend several hours in prayer before I am able to do it.” We laugh, 

assuming Luther was wasting a lot of time in prayer when, in fact, Luther was using his time 

most efficiently.  

 

How many hours have you wasted after making a hasty decision you later regretted? How many 

weeks, months, or even years have been expended following paths that proved to be dead-

ends?  How many times have you spent your significant energies – and financial resources – on 

fruitless pursuits? Wouldn’t it be great to embrace the Gift of Emptiness before embarking on 

our next fruitless pursuit, realizing how little information we have compared to the wisdom 

that an “Earth crammed with heaven” contains? Rather than lacing up our running shoes, 

perhaps we should take them off and linger by a blackberry bush – waiting to see if it burns. 

 

In Elijah’s case, soldiers were hunting him down, so he didn't have the luxury of staring at 

bushes for very long. Yet, rather than concluding that he would have to call his own shots and 

hope for the best, Elijah fled deep into the wilderness to a cave far away from probing eyes, 

which allowed him to take whatever time he needed to discern his direction with God’s 

guidance. 

 

Happily, most of us don’t need to flee to a cave to spend the time we need to seek higher 

wisdom. We can find our living room couch, the easy chair in the den, or a quiet spot on the 

back porch. Or, we can seek an empty park bench, a fallen log in the forest, or a rock beside a 
gentle stream to perch and get quiet.  
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We may not lack safety as Elijah did, but most of us lack – or perceive that we lack – time. 

With all the demands on our time, how are we to find the hours necessary to get quiet and 

think and pray through complex situations? 

 

As the poet and artist William Blake once observed, “There is a moment in each day that Satan 

cannot find.” I love this saying. It reminds me that no matter how busy I get, life always provides 

me with at least a moment – if not several moments – when I can step out of the fray, breathe, 

and reconnect with Spirit.  

 

Of course, I could spend all those precious moments watching television instead, or scrolling 

through social media, or lifting pints at the neighborhood pub. But I don’t have to. With all the 

difficult choices life in modern America is forcing us to make right now, I don’t want to. I need 

heaven’s help! Don’t you? 

 
Before moving on, I invite you to consider: Where is your cave? And where are those 20-30 

minutes in your day that “Satan can’t find,” where you can listen for the sound within the 

Silence?  

 

II. The Sound of Silence 

 

All of us have a “cave” we can retreat to, and all of us have moments each day that “Satan can’t 

find.” But when we carve out the time and space to seek the Spirit’s voice, what do we do 

next? How do we perceive the burning flame within the blackberry bush? 

 

Elijah’s story offers us helpful clues. Upon finding his cave, Elijah names the precise problem he’s 

facing. This is significant—the more specific our question, the clearer the response often is. 

Then, Elijah gets quiet. He opens himself to the world around him, knowing that Spirit may 

choose to speak in any form and by whatever means Spirit chooses. 

 

First, a mighty wind howls past, so strong it shatters rocks. Elijah listens, opening the ear within 

his ear—as the mystics say—but he perceives nothing. Then, an earthquake shakes the ground. 

Elijah opens the heart within his heart, sensing the seismic stirrings of God, but he feels nothing. 

Then, a great fire rages before him. He watches intently, searching for God’s hand pointing the 

way forward, but God is not in the fire. 

 

If God wasn’t in these dramatic events, why does the Bible mention them? Whatever the 

reason, Elijah demonstrates remarkable insight—and courage—as he stands at the mouth of the 

cave. Wind, earthquake, and fire are among the Bible’s primary metaphors for divine revelation. 

God speaks to Job in a whirlwind, to Moses in a burning bush, and shakes the heavens and the 

earth with God’s voice. In other words, this story tells us that God’s revelation did not come in 

any of the ways Elijah expected. 

 

Yet instead of throwing up his arms in frustration and walking away or trying to fabricate a 

divine presence where none existed, Elijah embraced the Gift of Emptiness. He chose to do 
nothing at all. He remained still, trusting that God is good, that God is loving, and that God is 
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not an imbecile. What kind of caring, intelligent God would ignore someone who sincerely 

seeks guidance and remains vigilant even after multiple disappointments? 

Elijah is not alone in this kind of waiting. Jesus himself spent 40 days in the wilderness before 

beginning his ministry. The disciples waited in Jerusalem for 50 days before the Spirit descended 

at Pentecost. Even in Gethsemane, Jesus lingered in silence, waiting for clarity before stepping 

onto the path of the cross.  

Waiting is often the hardest spiritual discipline, but it is also where transformation begins. 

After multiple disappointments, God showed up for Elijah—not in spectacle, but in sheer silence. 

The Hebrew phrase is “finely powdered silence.” Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann offers a 

beautiful way to understand what this means: it’s like freshly fallen snow. Even with eyes closed, 

you can sense its presence—not through its own noise but by how it subtly changes the 

acoustics of everything around you.  

 

You don’t perceive the “sound” of falling snow without getting very still, very quiet. Very 

empty.  Within the emptiness, Elijah perceives a vision that subtly shifts his spiritual acoustics, 
bringing his life’s purpose together with the world’s great pain. Then, he gets moving, walking 

with the assurance that heaven and earth are guiding his steps. 

 

If you’re feeling overwhelmed and uncertain about your next steps, both Elijah and Jesus would 

likely advise, “Don’t just do something. Stand there!” Embrace the Gift of Emptiness, 

acknowledge how little you know compared to the wisdom available to you, and find your cave.  

 

Why not spend that 20–30 minutes that “Satan can’t find” each day in your “cave” for the rest 

of Lent? Ask a very specific question about a choice you must make. And don’t change the 

question or give up until you receive an answer. You may not perceive a response the first time 

you try. Or the second. Or the third. But if you keep showing up, the odds are quite good that 

Spirit will, too.  

 

When that word finally comes, it may not be a roar, but a whisper. A flicker of knowing. A shift 

in the acoustics of your soul. And then, as the silence settles, you will hear the call:  

 

“Now get up. It is time to act!” 

 

 

 

 

ADDENDUM: Strategic Withdrawal, by David James Duncan 

any movement inward 

—as into a chair by a window the light of which you use simply to stare into a cup of tea 
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—or as in letting the eyes come to a standstill in some space on the page of a book you’ve been 

reading in order to stare at nothing, or at something inside, or at something neither inside nor out—

an association-sprung scene, an entire small world, maybe; a place so pungent you leave the body to 

stand in it for a time 

strategic withdrawal: any move away from the battle lines of your incarnation—as in the 

term spiritual retreat but without that 

term’s once-in-a-blue-moon connotation, for inward movement is the rightful night to outward 

movement’s day 

—any refusal to man our habitual psychological or geopolitical trenches, for though the turf we’re 

defending is holy our defenses, once they grow automatonic, are anything but 

—a quiet refusal, then, to engage  with that ideologically rigid, dangerously doubt-free, agitatedly 

political, compulsively-processing co-worker, parent or (God-help-you) spouse who refuses to grant 

peace till you’ve installed the same clanging banging brand of editorial machinery 

strategic withdrawal: any move away from your ramparts, news sources, screens, position, sworn 

causes, strengths, weaknesses, irritations, shames, memory, philosophy, identity, toward  

formlessness;  

     silence;  

      primordiality 

a journey then into ignorance (that underrated state of being the acceptance of which precedes every 

fresh influx of knowledge); a pilgrimage back to the very Beginning (as in Tao te Ching 1, Genesis 1, 

Diamond & Heart Sutra Kalevala Ramayana Mahabharata Gita Mumonkan Monkey Odyssey Torah 

Divani 1) & to our own “In the Beginning”, Origin being the source of every original synapse, cell or 

molecule we ever borrow & feign to own 

strategic withdrawal: any attempt to step from who & what & why we are into whylessness 

—as in an extemporaneous walk to a destination so unknown that everything but your movement 

through God-knows-where becomes the God-knows-what you’re doing 

—or as in fishing with no desire for fish, so that desirelessness-by-water becomes the prey you begin 

to catch 
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—or as in strolling to a cafe two or three neighborhoods removed from any in which you’re known, 

which you then enter not to socialize, read the paper or eat the (probably mediocre) food, but just to 

nurse the one drink as you imbibe, without judgment, the riverine flow of your forever unpredictable 

tongue 

strategic withdrawal: any act you can devise, any psycho-spiritual act at all, that embodies a 

willingness to wait for the world to disclose itself to you rather than to disclose yourself, your ideas, 

your skills, altruism, creativity, energies & (let’s face it) agenda, myopia,  

compulsions, preconceptions, addictions & illusions to the world 

—a willingness to renounce your trajectories, boot up with all extensions OFF, & let the world disclose 

itself to an alert but fallow you whether anything seems, even after long waiting, to be disclosing itself 

or not 

—an act of faith then, really, that the world is always disclosing itself; faith that lack of disclosure is 

impossible; faith that what blocks awareness of Creation’s ceaseless creativity is our callouses & 

callousness, our injuries & injuriousness, our ruling manias, divided minds, crossed purposes, absurd 

speed of passage, lack of trust, lack of faith—or surfeit of faith, as when Merton cried: “Real prayer is 

possible only when prayer is impossible!”  

strategic withdrawal: to step away from the possible & take rest in the impossible; to stand naked in 

the godgiven weather till the soul’s identity begins to appear in the body’s weathering; to step off our 

own laboriously cleared & maintained trails into the pathless pristine by moving, any old how, into the 

surrender Francis calls Sister Poverty, Bodhidharma calls Absolute emptiness & nothing holy in 

it!, Ikkyu calls Wonderful, no?, & Eckhart calls Desirelessness: the virgin who eternally gives birth to the 

Son 

strategic withdrawal: this prayer 

When I’m lost, God help me get more lost. Help me lose me so completely that nothing remains but 

the ancient originality that keeps creating & sustaining this blood-, tear- & love-worthy world that’s 

never been lost for an instant save by an insufficiently lost me 

“We’re all in the gutter,” Oscar Wilde said in the throes of just such a withdrawal, “but some of us are 

looking at the stars”  

strategic withdrawal: look at the stars 

 


