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Friends, on the First Sunday in Lent, we journeyed with Jesus into the Wilderness, where he was 
tempted by Satan and the angels ministered to him.  On the Second Sunday through Jim 
Cochrane’s excellent sermon, we journeyed with Elijah the prophet to the mountain of God, 
after an angel had ministered to him beneath the Broom tree, giving him strength for his forty-
day trek. 

  Today, I share this reflection after having gone to the desert myself, for a week of silence and 
study and prayer, equipped among other things with John O’Donahue’s “Book of Blessings” and 
a trusty pair of boots. 

  Without all the noise of the media and with only intermittent cell-phone coverage, it was 
indeed “a time apart,” a time for Sabbath rest and listening for that “still, small voice” that 
Elijah heard 29 centuries ago, the Voice that can still be heard today, when we choose to offer 
to God our silence, our listening, and the content of our hearts. 

  When we undertake to do this, we pretty quickly discover that most of the “noise” we’re 
dealing with is coming from inside—not outside ourselves.  Elijah brought all his anger and 
sorrow and fears right along with him on his solitary journey.  He left none of it behind.  And 
neither do we.  For even on solitary journeys, we can’t help bringing along ourselves.  And when 
we start climbing, we find out fast how much baggage we’re lugging along. 

II 

  Last Wednesday, I left earlier than usual for a hike up Henderson Canyon, located on the 
eastern face of the San Ysidro Mountains.  The weather report called for wind and possibly 
even rain, something that had not been seen for a long time in Borrego Springs.  So I thought I’d 
better get going. 

  Climbing up the long wash that led to the canyon’s mouth put my body and breath into 
rhythm.  I was practicing what Terry Hershey calls “the Sacrament of the Present Moment,” 
allowing each step and each breath to loosen my preoccupations with the future—and my 
brooding about the past.  Time slipped by in a silence broken only by my own footfalls as I 
climbed higher and higher.  Entering the narrow mouth of the canyon, I was startled by a covey 
of partridges exploding from the rocks with whistling voices.  I guess they were equally startled 
by me!  But now, as the climb became steeper, my breathing became deeper until I was moving 
one step and one breath at a time.  I became intensely aware of my surroundings:  the Smoke 
tree along the cliff wall; the striations within the rock; the scampering of a lizard; the smell of 
purple sage; a rattling mesquite bush; a tiny blue flower blooming bravely from the sand. 



  Thich Nhat Hanh said, “I think the real miracle is not to walk either on water or in thin air, but 
to walk on earth.  Every day we are engaged in a miracle we don’t even recognize: a blue sky, 
white clouds, green leaves, the black, curious eyes of a child—our own two eyes.  All is a 
miracle.” 

  This is what using our bodies, which Paul called “temples of the Holy Spirit,” and our breath, 
which is another word for “Spirit,” to quiet our thinking and open our eyes…until we’re not 
thinking about anything—just breathing in and breathing out—can bring about.  This is what 
the Psalmist meant when saying, “Be still, and know that I am God.”  The stillness is the 
threshold of the knowing.  We breathe and know that God is. 

III 

  Unlike Elijah, I didn’t find a cave on my climb up the canyon, but I really wish I had, because 
turning a steep corner that ended in a high, dry waterfall, the sky suddenly darkened and the 
wind rose dramatically, dropping swiftly in temperature.  I shivered, and sought shelter beneath 
the rock face as tremendous gusts of wind hurtled down the canyon from the clouded heights 
above.  As it started to rain, I gulped down my lunch feeling like one of the Children of Israel 
stuck up on Mt. Sinai, terrified by what that narrow canyon might look like if it really let loose 
from on high.  I thought about what God said to Elijah: “What are you doing here, Elijah?”  And I 
thought that God was making a pretty good point.  “What are you doing here, Clint?”  I threw 
on my pack and hoofed it out of there, propelled down that canyon by the wind and the rain. 

  As I walked back out into the wash, the wind ceased, the clouds broke, the rain stopped, and 
shafts of clear sunlight covered the landscape with darkness and light.  My soul was quieted; 
my mind and body at peace.  I had carried a lot up that canyon.  Coming down, I knew who was 
carrying me.  I had gone up with many things to pray about.  I’m not sure what happened to my 
list!  Maybe the wind took it. Or maybe they did get delivered—with every breath I took—and 
without the need for words. 

IV 

  The Scriptures tell us that breath is Spirit, and Spirit, breath.  God may have spoken the world 
into being, but God breathed us into life.  To be human means to be vulnerable, for we live and 
breathe in a world of light and darkness, good and evil, life and death.  We all must learn to 
come to terms with this, something which involves a recognition of our own weakness—and 
our own sin.  Jesus told his disciples, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  But in our 
struggle with weakness, Paul has some very good news to share.  The Spirit helps us in our 
weakness—with every breath we take.  For those who turn toward God, not knowing where to 
begin, the Spirit already is praying for us—“with sighs too deep for words.”  We breathe in.  And 
we breathe out.  And the Spirit breathes with us, interceding for us at the throne of grace. 

Conclusion 

  I think that was what Paul meant when he said that “all things work together for the good” of 
those who love God, who seek to draw near…who listen for God’s call.  Paul doesn’t say that all 



things are good—or will necessarily end up that way.  Paul is saying that God is good.  And God 
is working for our good in all things—even the worst of things.  What makes this possible is 
Christ himself, who shares in every aspect of our suffering.  He is our peace—our “Sacrament of 
the Present Moment”—for who can separate us from his love?  Paul tells us that the One who 
died for us and rose for us and reigns in power for us is now also praying for us: down in that 
Canyon between God’s pure goodness and this world’s sorrow and sin.  We breathe in…and 
breathe out.  But the Spirit of Christ breathes with us—as we live and breathe in him. 

  Poet, mystic and theologian John O’Donahue wrote, “Stranded between time Gone and time 
emerging, We manage seldom to be where we are…May we learn to return And rest in the 
beauty of…being…and with freed senses feel the earth breathing with us.  May we learn to walk 
upon the earth with…confidence And clear-eyed stillness So that our minds Might be baptized in 
the name of the wind and the light and the rain.” 

  And that is my prayer for you this morning—for we all have our canyons—our wind and our 
rain!   Our prayers and petitions are many, and many will go unanswered—or seem to.  Yet 
there is One who is nearer than our praying, who knows our every utterance before we even 
speak.  He is our Peace.  And we find him in stillness, as we breathe in…and breathe out. 

For in Christ, all things hold together—and all for the good. 

 

 


