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Last week, a bookclub member lent me her copy of a novel called The Red Tent

which takes the story of a daughter of the patriarch Jacob called Dinah, and expands it
from the few verses that Holy Scripture gives it, to a full-length novel. It was a good novel
and had all the essential elements from the brief Scripture story; but of course the author
had to create a good bit about Dinah’s character and her daily life, as Scripture leaves a lot
of that unsaid.

The same is true for the stories about the prophet Elijah, which we will read from in
a few moments. Elijah gets a bit more space than Dinah, but there is still much not said, in
the concise style of the Jewish Scriptures. Its kinda like the first paragraph of a news story
- all the details are there in one quick read, but in the rest of the article its fleshed out. The
Bible is sometimes like a whole lot of 1st paragraphs strung together. Although we’ll read
from the 15t book of Kings, chapter 19, Elijah’s story actually runs 5 chapters, from 1st
Kings chapter 17 on into 2 Kings chapter 2. Some of the stories are quite remarkable -
Elijah retains an important place in Hebrew Scripture and the Jewish faith as the great
prophet who didn’t die, and will return before the Messiah comes. In the Passover services,
a seat is placed at the table for Elijah, in hopes that he will come soon. Because of that,
people refer to Elijah when wondering about Jesus of Nazareth, and again at Jesus’
crucifixion. Elijah is also one of the figures seen by the disciples when Jesus is transfigured
before them on the Mt. of Olives. All 4 Gospels refer to Elijah.

His status is pretty legendary, larger than life. We don’t know much about his
regular life, just the high points - and this low point we’ll read about today - that have
ended up important enough to be recorded. Just for review, Elijah was from the town of
Tishbe so he’s called a Tishbite; he was a prophet, which seemed to include some
foretelling, some kind of holy life, some telling forth of God’s will, including speaking
critically to kings and leaders about their ways. Of course, the kings had their own
prophets who assured them things were fine - the prophets who made it into the Bible are
often outsiders with a minority opinion. One time when King Ahab greets Elijah, he says,

“Is that you, o troubler of Israel?” Elijah lived in the northern area of the holy land, and



spoke against King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, about whom the Scripture says that no one did
more evil. Jezebel was a local Canaanite woman, and an ardent worshiper of the Canaanite
god, Baal. Ahab didn’t seem to mind, so she established the worship of Baal as the
dominant state religion, and had 700 prophets who ate at the palace.

Just before the section we read, Elijah has proposed a contest between the God of
Israel and Baal, which was to see which one could send down fire and consume a whole
bull offered on a stone altar. With great drama, Elijah had won hands down, and then
incited the people to rise up against the prophets of Baal and kill them all. Jezebel goes
ballistic, and swears to kill Elijah within 24 hours.

That’s where our passage today picks up: 1 Kings 19:1-4, 8-15

19Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. “Then Jezebel
sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me, and more also, if | do not make your life like the life of
one of them by this time tomorrow.” *Then he was afraid; he got up and fled for his life, and came to Beer-sheba,
which belongs to Judah; he left his servant there. “But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came
and sat down under a solitary broom tree. He asked that he might die: “It is enough; now, O Lorb, take away my life,
for | am no better than my ancestors.”( “Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. Suddenly an angel
touched him and said to him, “Get up and eat.” ®He looked, and there at his head was a cake baked on hot stones,
and a jar of water. He ate and drank, and lay down again. "The angel of the LorD came a second time, touched him,
and said, “Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.”) *He got up, and ate and drank; then he

went in the strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount of God.

°At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the LorD came to him, saying, “What
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are you doing here, Elijah?” “"He answered, “| have been very zealous for the LorD, the God of hosts; for the

Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. | alone am

" 'He said, “Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lorb, for

left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.
the LoRD is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking
rocks in pieces before the Lorb, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the LorRD
was not in the earthquake; “and after the earthquake a fire, but the LorD was not in the fire; and after the fire a
sound of sheer silence. "“When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the
entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” ““He answered, |
have been very zealous for the LoRD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down
your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. | alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.”
“*Then the Lorb said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; when you arrive, you shall

anoint Hazael as king over Aram.



This look at Elijah is when he’s scared and running, hiding under a broom tree - and
almost kinda whining about being the only faithful one, the only one standing up for God,
and people being after him.... The Bible doesn’t pull any punches, does it? It tells the good
and the bad. Elijah might have been a great prophet, but he was also a man like all men,
and faced the things that the men of any generation face. He lived in a patriarchal time, in
which men were the main actors and powerful doers on the historical stage, heads of the
family/clan/tribe, and the legally responsible ones, and very distinct roles between men
and women. Elijah was a legend and a prophet, a holy figure, standing up to the 700 false
prophets, telling Ahab he was doing evil - but here we see him, in an instant, at a threat
from Jezebel, running to the desert. He's strong, he can pray like crazy - and he can
suddenly give way to fears and uncertainty. It's not an uncommon thing - we, too, can be
on the spiritual mountaintop one day, full of trust, full of faith bearing us up - and suddenly
something pushes our button and that faith collapses, that trust disappears. Elijah was a
great man and it happened to him; for the rest of us normal men and women, it can happen,
too. Just because we're strong one moment doesn’t mean the fears won'’t attack us the next
moment. Just because we have lots of energy and stamina for enduring something hard
one day, it doesn’t mean we don’t get tired of the struggles. Just because sometimes faith
and trust seem to carry us through, it doesn’t mean we don’t sometimes need to be fed and
to sleep. Just because God’s Spirit has given us insight about problems in one place in our
life, it doesn’t mean that we never have issues again. Just because we’ve experienced grace
in learning how to handle stress, it doesn’t mean that we never react out of a bad place
again. Men and women. Sometimes, as we read in the Psalms, our souls are disquieted
and cast down; sometimes, as David wrote, it feels like tears are our food. We run to God as
our refuge, we hope in God - and God takes us in.

Sometimes we expect a lot of ourselves — and of our models and mentors, men and
women. We expect a lot from our fathers; and they often have unreal expectations of
themselves, too. Many times they live up to them - and sometimes they don’t. We look to
our dads - and moms, too - expecting more maturity and understanding sometimes than
they can give. | remember my kids saying they couldn’t wait to be a grown-up so they
could do whatever they wanted - and [ remember thinking, “You actually think I get to do

what I want????” 1 also remembered being the kid saying the same thing to my parents —



they were adults, they were strong, they were my protection, they were experts, they were
free, they could do anything. ['m still waiting to get to that stage..... Being the adult is still
being a human, sometimes being strong and enduring, knowledgeable, wise - and
sometimes being fallible, inconsistent, and overwhelmed. Men and women.

What's interesting is God’s response to Elijah in his weakness. Although we are
prone to judge ourselves harshly, tell ourselves to “man up” and do it, and cut ourselves no
slack - God doesn’t respond like that. Rather, remember what God did for Elijah there
under the broom tree - an angel came and made food for him, and woke him up to eat and
drink - then let him sleep again, and fed him again. Elijah had used up some major energy -
he needed the restoration of sleep and food. Sometimes God’s help is mundane and
practical. When Elijah was nourished again, he was able to travel on to Mt. Horeb, a.k.a. Mt.
Sinai, where Moses received the commandments; and there God spoke to him and helped
him deal with his fears, passing by Elijah’s mountain cave in a spectacular and mysterious
way that has captured people’s imaginations for centuries. Presence - God is simply
present to Elijah. Then God asks a good therapy question - Elijah, tell me why you're here.
Whine, whine, whine - I've been so zealous, and everyone else hasn’t, 'm the only faithful
one, I'm so alone, and they’re out to get me.....God just listens — and I think Elijah realizes
how whiny he sounds as he says it out loud. In my imagination, I fill in the blanks here and
see God holding a good pastoral counseling session with Elijah, listening to his fears,
assuring him he’s not alone, and then suggesting he get an assistant, Elisha.

God ministers to what Elijah needs, and in the right order - meet the physical needs
for rest and restoration, then meets the mental or psychological or faith needs. God
suggests ways to make carrying the load more bearable - and then send him back to do
what he needs to do. God’s not dumb - God made us as the finite creatures that we are.
God knows what we need. And God cares that we have it.

Wherever each of us is today - overwhelmed, worried, and tense and tired; or
relaxed, fulfilled, eager and energetic - God knows us, God cares for us and God takes us
where we need to be. Today is Father’s day, so my thoughts turn to the difficult tasks of
parenting, how tired we get, how we need the wisdom of the ages sometimes in order to

respond well, how we need the wisdom of Solomon sometimes to handle situations and



conflicts that come up. How we need patience, and rest, and stress-free zones. How we

need each other, our spouses and our friends and relatives. Child-rearing is not for sissies.
The good news is that God is here with us, as well as with our children, shaping us,

growing us, bringing us along the path of faith. May we all today find rest and purpose in

the hands of our God. AMEN.



