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I Kings 19:3-9

Will you pray with me?

God of the desert, God of the in between time, God of my rainy days, we come before you today
asking that you be with all of us who feel downcast or discouraged. Help us find in your word, in
your company, and in your call a love that will revive and sustain us. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

I don’t know about you, but I spent a lot of the weekend indoors. Yesterday it was raining

and I relished the calm about the house. I even took a few naps. It got me thinking about

how much of our lives are lived between the big hashmarks on a timeline. There are

celebratory moments, like our arriving to Concord last week or graduation day, but most

days are the days in between big days. They can be quiet or sometimes full of rain. And I

share this sermon today because if you’re not the person in what I’m calling a rainy season

-- challenging transition time after a great loss, or a depression right now, maybe you love

someone who is. OR maybe that’s not you at all and today is really sunny for you, and next

month or next year some clouds may arise and you will need this message then.

I felt it was time for a rainy day sermon. And this is it. This section of I Kings is a kind of an

odd snippet of scripture. Most folks preach on the verses that follow it in Chapter 19. You

may have heard of the wind, the earthquake, the fire and the whisper of God story. Yeah,

well today’s text is just before then. I am grateful that the lectionary invites us to reflect on

the times right before the big stuff. The “in between time” of transition. Not the waiting in

expectation, but the lull. Some ministers refer to Blue Mondays. It’s a kind of postpartum

dip that follows a heightened joyful moment in the Spirit.  A pastor might preach a moving

and memorable sermon on Sunday and find herself downcast come Monday afternoon. I

sometimes feel it after a party at our house. I’ll have been waiting all week for folx to visit,

we have a great time, and then the feeling of emptiness in the house after they’ve gone can

be difficult.

But this moment for Elijah is even more than just a Blue Monday. He’s more than “blue.”

Elijah has hit a wall and is experiencing more of a “late-in-life” crisis moment.

I see here two kinds of disappointment: the first kind of disappointment is when you let

yourself down because you didn’t rise to the occasion the way you thought you should.
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And the other kind of disappointment is when other people disappoint you because they

don’t act or seem as grateful for something you invested a lot of yourself in. You expect

more of them for your service and they don’t quite understand or respond with

appreciation.

Elijah has both kinds of those disappointments going on in this moment. He has essentially

just come from one of the biggest Divinity show-downs in scripture. Bigger than the

Olympics. The god of Ba’al (commonly known as Baal) vs. God of Israel. As a prophet who

has been confronting the children of Israel about their dedication to God for decades, this

is a moment when Elijah gets to be the facilitator of this big light-fire show. He challenges

450 prophets of Ba’al to light an altar on fire upon command. Then, in great faithful

confidence, Elijah douses buckets of water on his altar and prays that God will light it afire.

Essentially, the god Ba’al “doesn’t show up”; there is no flame on his altar. In contrast, the

God of Israel rains down a fire that engulfs the altar and things around it in flames.

At the end of the Day, God earns the Gold medal and Elijah is proven to be the great

prophet he is. And then, Elijah confronts the very crummy king of Israel, Ahab. Elijah

discerns a major storm and sends Ahab home directly to tell his wife of God’s most recent

victory before the rain gets too strong. While Ahab gets in his chariot to return home,

Elijah, imbued by God’s strong Spirit, runs ahead and beats Ahab home on foot for a 31

mile distance. Wow! Elijah is this very outdoorsy prophet and clearly in great shape as he

is overcome by God’s great physical strength. Then, after all of that, Ahab’s wife Jezebel,

yes her, she follows the god who lost the fire olympics. Jezebel promises to kill Elijah in

retribution for all of her prophets who were slain in defeat. So, again, we have this MAJOR

BIG day for Elijah followed by a truly low low. For all that God does with the flames and

putting God’s hand on Elijah, the people of Israel still do not respond the way Elijah

expects. Disappointment. No immediate repentance, no major worship service for

Jehovah God. Bummer. And Elijah takes it badly. So badly that he asks God to “take his life”

because, in his words, “he is no greater than his ancestors.”

And, in lots of Bibles the header for this section is something like “Elijah Runs from

Jezebel,” but Elijah’s words don’t sound like the fear of being scared of someone. That

doesn’t sound like a David in the lion’s den kind of prayer. That sounds like, “God, I’m sorry

that I’ve let you down; I’m disappointed in not living up to what I thought you expected, so

just let me die right here.” That is a prayer of defeat born out of fear of disappointing God. I

also sense that Elijah isn’t as much afraid of Jezebel killing him as he is weary of this fight

never ending. Have you ever given yourself over to something and felt like you had

managed it, just to watch another wave rise up over your shoulder? Have you ever just
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gotten tired of bracing for the next shoe to drop? I mean Elijah invested so much faith and

energy in that last showdown; he doesn’t want another.

...And the loneliness doesn’t help. It’s funny, sometimes we can get so upset that we isolate

ourselves from the very things that would or could help us. Elijah’s loneliness here is

somewhat manufactured and very exaggerated. 1) He leaves his servant in Jezreel and

walks to the desert alone. 2) We find out (triumphantly) later that he is in fact not the last

and only prophet left and God had set aside other prophets to uphold God’s name and

minister to God’s people. Elijah felt himself alone and in fear of disappointment.

Don’t get me wrong, loneliness FEELS like loneliness and that enough can feel pretty real.

It can slow you down and make you deeply sad. What can often be the case is that you’re

not actually completely alone, like on a deserted island, as much as you don’t have the

company you desire. You may be single and want to be in a romantic relationship. Your

children may have moved away or your spouse recently passed away. You might be

popular and want one really deep close friendship. You might be a prophet in the middle of

the desert wondering if there is anyone else in the world who wants to serve God the way

you do. We all want to feel seen, have someone miss us, and have people who get us. Such

a prayer is very normal for prophets. They are often solitary figures who are

misunderstood. They don’t make lots of friends holding others accountable; some people

even feel intimidated by how much they value God more than other things.

Also, you can feel a kind of way even though it’s not true -- feelings are dangerous like that.

This is just an important moment to pause to say that while your feelings are real, they are

not necessarily reflecting reality. I’m here to validate your feelings. If you are sad, you are

sad. If you are angry, so be it. AND sometimes the reasons and initiators of your emotions

aren’t the most true indicators. You can feel lonely in a crowd or believe yourself to have

no support when people have been reaching out to you all month long. What I’ve found is

that depression and sadness make it difficult sometimes for us to see, hear, and perceive

like we would normally. Sometimes the savviest among us can really miss the signs. We

think we’re sharp, but God has to send an angel or an earthquake or some big thing to get

our attention -- to remind us that we are not completely by ourselves. There is help.

Although Elijah presumes it, there is nothing in the text that supports God’s dissatisfaction

with Elijah. Quite the contrary. God does not leave Elijah alone; he doesn’t get punished --

despite how much the world believes that is who God is -- some wrathful punishing God.

Instead, God leans in and God takes care. While God does not send Elijah a community of

faithful believers, God does send a messenger and provisions.



“Get Up and Eat” - Sermon by Dawn Jefferson 4

You know, I'll never forget years ago, a really good friend invited me just to stop by one day

just so she could see me. And it was one of those visits where I just had no idea how

weighed down I was. We talked for a while, and she went into the kitchen. I looked up from

watching TV and saw that she had made me dinner. I remember there were pork chops

and they were really good, but the next thing I know the next thing I remember, I was

waking up wiping my face from having fallen asleep on her humongous red couch. It had

these pillows that just enveloped you; you fell inside of it. It was like I hadn't slept for the

longest time. This is the love of God. This is the care of God that is described here in this

section of 1st Kings. It may not be an angel from on high. It might be a relative or a friend. I

think it really comes from places we don't expect...someone offers us a spiritual nap in our

moment of real depression or deep loneliness. I hadn't expected to be taken care of and

that's when God showed up. And that's why I know that God will always find you.

Although Elijah went out of his way; he went one whole day's journey from his home to get

lost in the wilderness. But God knew where Elijah was and sent a messenger to find him.

God knows exactly where Elijah is. God knows how Elijah feels. Ooh, that blessed me. No

matter how disappointed you are, how sad about your own circumstances, maybe even

blaming yourself...God knows right where you are. Elijah released his servant and goes out

into the wilderness to die. He considers himself a failure, but God knows better. God sends

an angel to speak to Elijah.  Now, I believe in angels but more than that, I believe that God

always tries to be heard. God sends messages from friends or strangers. Sometimes, I can

be watching a late night movie and hear God speaking through it, reminding me that I am

valuable and loveable. Inviting me to stop being so tough on myself.

It makes me think of that moment in the movie Moonstruck. Moonstruck is that New York

based film starring Cher, Nicolas Cage and Olympia Dukakis about a close Italian

American family. There is an amazing arc to that film...on the one hand everything is

working out for the main character played by Cher, who’s falling in love. But then the

family sits down for breakfast and Cher’s father is confronted by his wife while drinking

his coffee. And in that moment you realize how unhappy and silent Cosmo Castorini has

been for the whole film. This older gentleman who has been a very successful plumber

pauses and says, “A man understands one day that his life is built on nothing, and that’s a bad,
crazy day.” There’s a long pause, his patient and loving wife Rose, with tears in her eyes

looks across the table and says in an emphatic tone: “Your life is not built on nothing! Ti amo.”
Ti amo which means I love you. Ti amo, I see you. I know your life because I’ve been right

here. Your life has meaning and is beautiful to me. I love you. God is saying to each of us

through this text, “stop being so hard on yourself. Come here; take a nap. I love you.”
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While this seems like a very solitary text, Elijah is not actually alone. He is visited

consistently by the angel of the Lord, who ministers to him in this very delicate time. This

messenger is patient, and says here -- “get up and eat.” And then miraculously, Elijah looks

over and finds bread and water and then goes back to sleep. I don't know if the angel was

upset, irritated, frustrated that Elijah didn't immediately get up and eat. I don't think so; I

think the messenger anticipated Elijah's grief and sadness and waited for the next time

Elijah woke up, and the messenger repeated the same words with a little extra caveat. The

messenger says, “Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.”

Friends, this is the most beautiful part of the scripture for me. There's so much here: There

is first the care of God to miraculously provide food in the wilderness, nothing new we

have seen this so many times before, but still significant and a miracle. Not unlike the many

times in our own life where God has shown up and provided for us even when we

despaired and we think God will never provide for us again, we have been disappointed,

we are “done,” we have been unrighteous, but God still provides. God still cares for us. In

the end, the messenger’s words help us see that the provision in this moment is not just

physical. God is not just trying to help Elijah live longer by giving him a cake and some

water. No, the messenger is CALLING Elijah to his next ministerial assignment. And the

food is just enough for him to get there.

And in my tradition, that is when the call and response might begin and someone might say

“AMEN.” Because, this scripture is a memorial occasion in Elijah’s life when God is

proclaiming a SECOND ACT! Part Deux! Elijah’s next chapter reveals that he was not as

alone as he first felt and God was not only pleased with him but was setting him up to

mentor Elisha -- the next most fantastic and faithful prophet of the Israelites. After this

portion of the text, Elijah is no longer by himself. He goes to find Elisha, his prophetic

sidekick who he trains and walks with in ministry, until Elijah is called to heaven in his

chariot of fire.

This text is about God’s caring and God’s calling. They both are yours. The God we serve

invites all people to participate in the life of God in the world as the very people they are.

At whatever place they come from and whatever stage in life. There are no real

prerequisites for God’s calling except availability.

I feel led today to make this proclamation and I’m quoting my professor Joyce Mercer, “no

matter whether you can walk by your own power, reason clearly with your own mind or

speak so others can comprehend, whether you can see or hear clearly with your senses or

not,” whether you're single, divorced, or widowed; whether you’re in between jobs like
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Elijah, in need of financial support, or just not quite feeling yourself lately -- your LIFE is

valuable!! Your life NOW is valuable to God without you having to DO anything.

In this text, God is calling Elijah to his “what’s next moment” even as he is downcast, even

AS he feels most alone. I really hope you get this. This cry from the angel and calling from

God is not calling Elijah away from depression. The phrase “Get Up and Eat” is not a

command to change. It is an invitation to come. The angel is merely saying, “Hey, pay

attention and eat this so you can be ready for the next thing.” The angel is not demanding

that Elijah get up or stand up. The angel is nudging Elijah awake so he can partake of the

mere nourishment that will let him live out his continued calling. I think these moments in

scripture are so significant. God does not call us to change our circumstances in order to

be worthy for calling or purpose.

I say, if you can, Do it depressed. Do it scared. Do it without the crew you thought would

show up. Do it with a cane or on your medication. I’m not making light of these issues some

would see as limitations. All I’m saying is that God keeps calling people whether they seem

like they’re down and out or not. Divine calling is greater than how you feel. It’s greater

than depression or loneliness. It’s greater than anyway that you see yourself as unworthy

or not whole.

Again, our culture is obsessed with performance and productivity. This is not God’s focus

and certainly not a mandate for service.  There is the challenge of “living into the limits and

possibilities” posed by this life. We should stop trying to get rid of all the imperfections

and manage our expectations. Sometimes it’s not gonna start off how we want. But God is

still calling you.

This morning, I want to encourage you with all that is going on, with all that you have lost,

and with what you are feeling today or may feel next month, God is offering you care for

your next call. In the meantime, for now, take a nap, go get something to eat, so the

journey ahead will not be too much for you.

Amen.
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