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John Wesley, founder of Methodism, tells of a time he observed two women in a disagreement.  One 

was speaking heatedly and gesturing wildly.  The other stood perfectly still, tranquil and unperturbed.  

Finally, the first woman stomped her foot and shouted at the second, “Answer me, won’t you – so I can 

have something more to say to you!”  Wesley commented, “That was a great lesson to me.  That silence 

is often the best answer.”  Silence is often the best answer. 

 

Silence.  Experts claim there are four types of silence that make us feel uncomfortable.  First, there’s the 

awkward silence.  You know, like when you step into an elevator, and no one makes eye contact so they 

don’t have to talk to anyone, but at the same time, everyone is aware of the deafening quiet.  Second, 

there’s the sullen silence.  We’ve probably all had times when there’s been an argument or heated 

discussion in the house that’s been followed by a long period of “the silent treatment.”  Third, there’s 

the cowardly silence.  Like when you’re at a meeting where someone asks for volunteers to do 

something and the only response is downcast eyes and not a word or sound is heard.  And fourth, there’s 

despairing silence, linked to tragedy.  I’m sure still etched in all of our minds is that scene on 9/11 of 

thousands of people walking across the Brooklyn and George Washington Bridges after the World 

Trade Center attack, heads down, in shock, in mass silence.  And so silence in general is not something 

we welcome.  We humans are social animals and most of the time we want and need to be around 

people, having constant interaction and communication.  This gives us a sense of security, whereas 

silence can be alarming.    

 

And that is why it is particularly alarming to us when the silence comes from God.  When we feel like 

we’re crying out for help and answers, and God seems to have abandoned us.  And we end up asking the 

questions, “Why isn’t God answering?  Where is God when I need him?  What did I do to deserve this”  

And silence is, at first, what we encounter in today’s Scripture, which is a difficult one for many to 

understand.  A woman comes running after Jesus, asking for his help to heal her daughter.  She cries 

out, “Have mercy.  My daughter is tormented by a demon.”  Now who knows what it might actually 

have been: the girl could have had seizures or emotional issues, but whatever it was, it was serious!  

And yet we’re told, “He did not answer her at all.”   At first, "He did not answer her at all!"  Now I’ve 

heard this scripture described as the first time Jesus ever lost an argument.  That’s cute, and I’ll get back 



to that, but imagine what the woman must have felt when Jesus, at first, did not answer her.  Why was 

Jesus silent to this woman?  And why is God sometimes silent when you and I cry out in our prayers?  

Perhaps we've even felt like Job at times, saying, "I cry to you, but you do not answer me; I stand, but 

you take no notice."  Or like the psalmist, "How long O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?"  Why is 

God sometimes silent?  Well, I think the answer to this question is one you’re probably not going to 

totally be satisfied with.  Because the answer is not a simple one.  Coming to terms with the mystery of 

God’s “holy silence” is really a question of faith and trust and love in God.  And that faith, trust and 

love can only grow and mature through a deep, sincere, prayerful relationship with God.  So let's look a 

little closer at all this.   

 

First, when it comes to praying, I think God is silent if we don’t pray for the right reasons.  My guess is 

that many of us mainly pray when we have a need for help – for ourselves or a loved one, or we have a 

certain desire we want fulfilled.  We pray that God will make something happen, or not happen.  And 

sometimes we pray for God to get us out a jam we've gotten ourselves into.  And this is the wrong 

motivation for prayer – us, wishing something from God.  Maxie Dunnam, in his Workbook on Living 

Prayer says the “purpose of prayer is relationship.  It is a personal relationship in which you and God 

move from a hello of politeness to an embrace of love.”  Let me repeat, “Prayer is a relationship in 

which you and God move from a hello of politeness to an embrace of love.”  And true love leads us to a 

desire to draw ever closer to God so that we can discern his will for our lives.  So we need to ask 

ourselves, when I pray, do I wish for God’s will to be done, or do I only wish?   

 

Author Verla Gillmor shares this story.  “I had a friend who for years prayed for a spouse, but God 

seemed to ignore her.  She said, 'When I hit 30 and there was no husband on the horizon, I kept asking 

God, 'Why am I not married?  Is something wrong with me?  But there was no response, and it hurt.  

Then one day, I realized I was trusting marriage to give my life meaning more than I was trusting God 

to give my life meaning.  I had made marriage a litmus test of God's love for me.’"  Gillmor says,  "So 

my friend changed her prayer.  She focused on God, not on her desire.  She now travels throughout the 

world in her ministry, and she says, 'I'm doing exciting things I couldn't have done if I were married.  

God hasn't told me I’ll never marry.  But I had to learn that God's plan for my life involved more than 

just marriage.'"  And this is the point of prayer.  We all have things we desire – a new job, a new home, 

better health, a better life, but the point of prayer is not to get what we want, it is to trust in what God 

wants for us.  So, if we don’t pray for the right reason and for the right thing, God may remain silent. 



A second reason God is silent might be to test our faith.  Now we might not like this idea of God testing 

us, but it’s in the Bible.  God told the prophet Jeremiah, “I the LORD test the mind and search the 

heart.”  The Apostle John tells us that when Jesus asked Philip where to get food to feed the five 

thousand, he did it in order “to test him, for Jesus knew what he was going to do.”  And Jesus tested the 

woman’s faith today through his silence.  She comes making her request – heal my daughter!  “But he 

did not answer her at all.”  Now many others might have walked away bitter and angry at Jesus’ 

inattention.  Not this woman.  She is persistent and faith-full.  So in our prayers, we must be persistent.  

In many of his letters, St. Paul tells us the importance of being persistent.  He tells us to “Pray without 

ceasing.” “Persevere in prayer.”  “Pray in the Spirit at all times.”  And this woman is persistent in the 

faith and trust that Jesus can and will help her.  The disciples try to get rid of her, but she is unceasing in 

her request.  She moves from walking behind him to humbling herself on her knees before him, crying 

out, “Lord help me.”  She even acknowledges that before the Lord, her status could indeed be likened to 

a dog at the table of its master.  And I wonder, in this day and age, with all our self pride and self 

importance, how many of us have ever dropped to our knees and humbled ourselves like this before 

God?  How many of us?  The woman remains persistent because she has faith that Jesus will answer 

her.  And she wins the argument.  Jesus says to her, “Great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you 

wish,” and her daughter is healed.  So pray without ceasing, and pray with faith.    

 

Now a third reason I believe God is silent is because God waits for us to quiet ourselves.  This I think is 

critical for us, for we live in a world of noise, activity, hustle and bustle.  Look around at all the people 

with their cell phones attached to their ears.  Look at all the 24/7 news that tests our patience.  Listen to 

the sounds of traffic, car radios, horns, sirens, machines.  You can feel the intensity of people in a hurry, 

rushing to the next appointment.  Catholic priest, Henri Nouwen writes, (in his book With Open Hands) 

“It seems that a person who is caught up in all that noise has lost touch with their inner self.  The 

questions which are asked from within ourselves remain unanswered.  Unsure feelings are not cleared 

up; tangled desires are not straightened out, and confusing emotions are not understood.  All that 

remains is a chaotic tumble of feelings which have never had a chance to be sorted out.”  “All that 

remains is a chaotic tumble of feelings which have never had a chance to be sorted out.”  And this is the 

way we often come to God.  Rushed and hurried with our words, deficient in our thoughts, imperfect in 

our sincerity.  And we are unlikely to hear, even if God did speak to us. 

 



I want to share a story by author Leo Buscaglia about a little boy.  The boy’s next door neighbor was an 

elderly man who had recently lost his wife.  The boy looked out the window and saw the man sitting in 

his backyard, crying.  So he went into the old gentleman’s yard, climbed onto his lap, and just sat there.  

When his mother asked him what he said to the neighbor, the little boy replied, “Nothing, I just helped 

him cry.”  You see, silence is often the best answer.  And when God is silent, I think we need to ask 

ourselves – what do we really want.  Because isn’t it true – it’s not really about answers, it’s about 

presence, it’s about love – that embrace of God's love.  For then we can let go of our doubts and fears 

and we can trust that God is good, that God is present, that God hears our cries, as he guides us, molds 

us, and shapes us into his image and after his will.  And we can say, with C.S. Lewis, “I know now, 

Lord, why you utter no answer. You are, yourself, the answer. Before your face questions die away. 

What other answer would suffice?”  Amen. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 


