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"Our Hearts are Restless until They Find Rest in Thee"

“Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee.” 
(Augustine, Confessions (Book 1)

These are the words of Augustine, one of those referred to as the "Church Fathers".  He was born
in 354 CE, in a tiny town called Tagaste, in northern Africa, about 50 miles inland from the port of
Hippo.  He came from a family of some means, though not wealthy, his parents, natives of Africa, of the
ancestry of present day Berbers.  He spent years searching for fulfillment and experimenting with various
religions until he finally converted to Christianity, the faith of his mother.  In 396 he became the Roman
Catholic Bishop of Hippo and wrote his "Confessions" around 400.  The "Confessions", referred to by
Dan Graves of the Christian History Institute, are his "unique autobiographical and philosophical prayer
to God, a book which will become one of the most original and famous works in all of literature, the
world’s first psychological “autobiography.” The Confessions will be his testimony of God’s interaction
with a soul that has found rest in its Creator. (Christian History Institute, "In Context" article #15 by Dan
Graves)

I do not know much about Augustine but that he struggled, spent much of his life searching for
truth and answers to questions that concerned him and his generation.  His was a restless life, his mind
one that was constantly asking the questions, seeking, exploring, researching, yearning to know the peace
of God in his heart.  And indeed, he also found that peace in his reading of the Christian scriptures, of
Paul's letters, in his development of Christian thought and theology.  Through all of his journey, he
became a man of faith, and his faith in God, led him to that peace that he yearned for.

In our scripture passages today, we have that amazing story of Elijah.  The great prophet has just
conquered his foes, the priests of Baal, and in response, the queen, Jezebel, sends word that she will
retaliate by making sure he is as dead as those priests of hers, whom he had killed.  So, he runs!  Seems
ironic, this great prophet of God, who has just performed great miracles and destroyed his opponents, now
is running out of fear for his life.  

He ends up at the great mount of God, a place of holy or hallowed ground, a sacred mountain, Mt.
Horeb.  And there he finds a cave to hide in.  There, in that cave, he is a man, restless in spirit.  Overcome
with fear, uncertain of his reason for being, unsure he even wants to continue to live, he is rest-less,
without rest.  

And there he hears the voice of God.  Yes, even through his fear, he hears God speak, "What are
you doing here, Elijah?"  He will hear this same exact question from God, twice, and answer it with the
same exact words, twice.  Once before his experience of God's presence and once after.  And in my mind,
Elijah speaks those words differently.  

Elijah answers God, with a trembling voice that conveys his inner fear, "I have been very zealous
for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your
altars and slain your prophets with the sword; and I, even I only, am left; and they seek my life to take it
away."  And it is in that state of fear, of restlessness, that God leads him to stand upon the mount and
there he experiences great and terrifying phenomenon of nature:  a great wind that slammed into the
mountainside and shook the rocks loose; an earthquake which rumbled the ground and moved the earth



under his feet; and then a fire which roared and consumed all that was there to consume.  But Elijah did
not sense the Lord in any of those terrible things.  Not in the wind, not in the earthquake, not in the fire.  

But then, there is, a still, small voice.  
And it is within that still, small, voice, that whisper within the silence, that Elijah is drawn toward the
entrance of the cave, and hears again the voice of God.  And it is within that still, small, voice, that Elijah
begins to face his own restlessness, begins to understand his own fear, and realizes what has happened to
him.  So that when God asks again, "What are you doing here, Elijah?", Elijah speaks the same words he
did before, but now not with fear and trembling in his voice, but with clarity and calm, if not with certain
resolve and strength, "I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts . . ."  And when he finishes
with "and I, even I only, am left; and they seek my life, to take it away",  he now is ready to hear God's
new command to him, ready with confidence and certainty of who he truly is, and what he must do, to
answer the call of God that is to be put before him.  

In Luke, we have the incredible story of Gerasene demoniac.  This wild man is plagued with
demons, a legion of them, who inhabit him and have made him mad, crazy, until he is forced to live
outside the community, in the graveyard, among the tombs, alone, isolated, without any companionship,
any care, any human contact.  Though he is as strong as a hundred men, he is weak before these demons
that possess him, unable to break free of their torment, their control over him, he is the epitome of
restlessness.  He has no peace, no sense of purpose or independence.  He is imprisoned within himself.

Jesus comes to him with the power of God to set him free.  He is returned to his senses and given
his life back again, is returned to his true self, his true nature.  This is really a resurrection story.  And he
is given purpose.  Jesus denies his request to come and follow him but sends him back to his own people,
those who were filled with fear of the power of God, exhibited by Jesus, to tell of what God had done for
him, to become an evangelist, an ambassador for the power of God known in Christ Jesus.

Last week, about this time, the television stations were all showing Special News Reports about
the tragic and terrifying event that occurred in Orlando, Florida, the killing of 49 persons by a lone
gunman, and his accompanying death, at a nightclub the night before.  The nation would be transfixed on
this event for the rest of the week.  The worst shooting in current U.S. history.  And of course, it is not a
completely unique event.  We have known such terror and destruction far too many times in recent years. 
Ours is more and more becoming a culture of violence and instability.  

We are indeed a restless people.  A restlessness brought on by external events that frustrate and
bewilder us, and by internal, personal forces that imprison and enslave us.  We live in fear, with growing
numbers of our people unable to find peace and a sense of security in our public police forces.  We live in
fear, turning to weaponry for our own personal and family protection.  We are restless, not knowing what
we can and should do to stop these seemingly demonic forces within our social structures that seem to be
tearing us apart.  We feel helpless and hopeless.

The stories of our faith, remind us that in our restlessness, we can find our rest, we can find our
peace, but not in all the outward, superfluous, noisy, demonstrative, demeaning, name-calling rhetoric, or
grand proposals that oppress, exclude or divide us from one another.

May we find our way to the quiet, the silence, to the presence of God, and there, listen.  Listen for
that whisper, that still, small, voice, that will speak to our true natures, speak beyond and through our
fears, free us from the demons of our lives, give us our purpose and remind us again of who we truly are,



children of a loving and compassionate God, called to steadfastly live that love in a restless world.  
Amen.  


