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For reflection: "You will burn and you will burn out; you will be healed and come back again."                                                                                     
Fyodor Dostoevsky  
  
Hebrew Scripture: I Kings 19:1-15a (portions)  

Ahab 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 I 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 LORD, take away my life, for I 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 are you doing here, Elijah?” He answered, “I 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. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” He said, “Go out 
and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for 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 LORD, but the 
LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the LORD 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, 
“I 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. I alone am left, and they are seeking 
my life, to take it away.” Then the LORD said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of 
Damascus; when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. Also you shall anoint Jehu son of 
Nimshi as king over Israel; and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your 
place.  
 
Epistle Reading:  Galatians 3:23-29 

Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be 
revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by 
faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you 
are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 

https://www.azquotes.com/author/4085-Fyodor_Dostoevsky
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Sermon:   Countering the Power Seep  
It all began with a drought in Israel, credited to God in response to an unfaithful people.  From 

its beginning, the prophet Elijah was provided for by God – by ravens and by a widow bearing water and 
bread, in most timely fashion.   For three years Israel had no rain, but God tended the needs of his 
prophet.  Today’s is the final vignette in a long series of events surrounding that drought.  Each story is 
remarkable and more than worth its own sermon, but we’ll look at the sweep of events that culminates 
under an isolated broom tree and dark cave.  

The story started to move forward again for everyone, when God told Elijah to tell the people 
rain was coming.  Elijah met with King Ahab, but didn’t mention rain—the word he has been given.  
Instead, he denounced Ahab to his face and expressed frustration that the people of Israel had failed to 
honor God.  

Then, apparently entirely on his own, Elijah created this amazing contest between God and Baal 
and all the other prophets of the land , involving two bulls, two liturgies, both sloppy and careful, the 
building of two altars, both haphazardly and correctly.  Not surprisingly, our hero did the careful and 
correct thing; not surprisingly Baal didn’t show up.  The bull identified for the demonstration of God’s 
power spontaneously combusted after having been water-soaked three times by a people who hadn’t 
seen rain in three years.  Then lightning struck.  Great drama.  Spectacular special effects.  SNL quality 
mockery of other gods.  Some prophets might have called it a day.  Not Elijah.  He had all 450 other 
prophets rounded up and then single-handedly slayed them.  Anticlimactically, Elijah casually mentioned 
to Ahab, “There is rain coming.”  

Ahab related the entire story to his notorious queen, Jezebel, who announced she was going to 
kill Elijah, who lit out for the desert plains populated by one lonely broom tree.  Elijah knew that he had 
been zealous for God and look what it got him.  He was alone; the only faithful one left, his face on 
wanted posters all over Israel.   He wanted God to kill him so Jezebel wouldn’t get the credit.  He’d lost 
his sense of reality.  He was not the only prophet left.  There were at least 100 prophets and 7000 
faithful, according to God’s count.  Yet, as is so often the case, in that age or this, God's count doesn’t 
count when it comes to human frustration.  

This time, instead of ravens or widows, angels tended Elijah in the wilderness.  Eventually he 
went even farther into the wilderness to hide in a cave.  The Lord passed by.  Storms and earthquakes 
were signs of the passing, but were not God.   Finally, after the crashing thunder, lightning and 
earthquakes, not unlike the havoc Elijah had just wreaked, there was only the murmuring of the wind, 
which lured Elijah from his hideaway.  Lo and behold!  Six weeks later—Elijah had the same exact 
laments.  He was zealous for the Lord.  He was all alone.  Everyone hated him.  He wanted to die.   

What happened next is often referred to as Elijah’s re-commissioning.  It could as easily be his 
decommissioning.  Elijah heard a small voice and God sent Elijah on his way with instructions to anoint 
two new kings and to replace himself with Elisha as God’s prophet.    It’s not clear here whether Elijah 
treated Elisha like a new body servant or a prophet in training. Scripture never mentions whether he 
anointed two new kings.  

Elijah was, and remains, a great prophet in the tradition.  Elijah is the one for who people still 
set an empty place at the table.   Elijah is the one whose return people suspected could be seen in the 
person and ministry of Jesus.  He did great things.   He was also human and, as it is for all humans, there 
were days when he fell short of who he was called to be.   

By the time God sent Elijah to deliver news of rain, he was tired, he was frustrated, he already 
felt alone and he was disappointed in God’s people.  So Elijah did an oh-so-human thing.   Instead of 
bringing God’s good news, Elijah delayed bringing God’s word until he could deliver a few of his own 
well-developed critiques to the people. 

He, who throughout the drought had been personally nourished by God’s agents, he who had 
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been given a word to deliver, suffered from power seep.  Working zealously for God without seeing the 
kind of progress he thought equivalent to his effort and zealousness, discouraged, then angry, he 
refused to see anything that was not in his self-aggrandized picture of how the world should be and how 
his role among the people of faith should be viewed.  His power to do God's will seeped away—bleeding 
into the drought-dusted earth until he sat pouting and banging his heels on the hard ground under a 
broom tree.  A prophet's world-class temper tantrum.   

Elijah thought he was alone—alone in the world doing God's will and alone in the world under 
the broom tree.  It's actually pretty crowded under that tree.  In this country, most of the mainline 
church in the world is sitting under that tree, and our laments sound a lot like Elijah's.   

Like Elijah, we as the Church in the World have accomplished some amazing feats. We 
sponsored and inspired a large portion of the world's great art and music.  The planet is bejeweled with 
architectural wonders which both shelter the faithful and send them out into the world.   We did and do 
bring food, literacy, shelter, justice and hope to the poor and hungry around the world.  We respond to 
disasters and we work for peace.   

Yet the world of the church has changed, even if the Church in the World has not.  We look 
around and see a decline from the heyday of the church.  Like Elijah, often our first response is to make 
a spectacular best effort at exploding a bull.  We insist on maintaining traditions—not just the traditions 
themselves, but the way they were always expressed, down to the most minute detail.  And, lo and 
behold, there is a spectacular moment of wonder and accomplishment.  Yet, if it doesn’t fill the pews 
and the coffers, instead of trying an old thing differently or a new thing altogether, we try the old thing 
the old way, this time, spending even more effort and human capital… Oh, what we could do if only…  
Our power to live life abundantly, to serve with joy, seeps away into the dust.  Our power to change, to 
care, to respond to an evolving world seeps away into the dust.    

Like Elijah, we too sing the "poor, poor, pitiful us song."  In some ways we literally mean "poor."  
We are living under significant financial constraints, not for the first time the world has seen, but for the 
first time they are pressing in on us.  We have historic buildings to maintain and an ever increasing 
number of legal responsibilities and prices rise for us as they do for the rest of the world.  Oh, what we 
could do if only…if only… if only…  Our power to live life abundantly, to serve with joy, seeps away into 
the dust.  Our power to change, to care, to respond to an evolving world seeps away into the dust.    

We might not think we are entirely alone, but we do think we are dwindling down to the 
precious few.  There are the declining numbers we are rightfully concerned about.  Yet, like Elijah, 
mostly we speak judgement upon the people who are not here or who don't want to or can't do it our 
way. We speak of fading values, the lack of appreciation for tradition, subsequent generations that 
suffer from a serious lack of commitment and willingness to sacrifice.  It seems no one new is willing to 
stand up to a culture that doesn’t make Sundays sacrosanct.  "When it was our turn…"  "When we got 
married…" "When our children were young…"   "When…"  "When… "  "When…"  We don't literally 
slaughter 450 prophets, but we take pretty good aim at anyone who challenges our view of the world as 
it should be.  Alternatively, thinking that somehow, if we abandon our values, standards and 
expectations until we can't tell the difference between us and Target's marketing department, droves of 
people will besiege us with popular acclaim.   Sometimes, weary of it all, like Elijah, we head for a cave, 
wash our hands of the world, leaving it to its own storms and devices, while we go on our less than 
merry way on our own.  Our power to live life abundantly, to serve with joy, seeps away into the dust.  
Our power to change, to care, to respond to an evolving world seeps away into the dust.    

Before we know it, like Elijah, we are pouting under the broom tree, arms folded over our 
chests, banging our heels in the dirt.  The only wonder is that we can all fit under there—all the 
disappointed, frustrated church in the world.   

But here we are and it is from here that healing can come. We cannot live under the broom tree 
or deep inside a cave hoping the world's storms will pass us by.  But there can always be respite and 
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renewal in such places.  For here in the quiet shade, in the cool dark, if we can quiet the harsh voices of 
our own laments, we may hear the voices of our spirits.  Breathing in God's Spirit, we can be reminded 
of what Elijah, too, forgot.  We are never alone.  We are never dependent only on our own power.  God 
is not overwhelmed by our world, even if we are.  God's imagination is not limited by our imaginations.  
God's hope is not dimmed by our fears.  That is good news that can come to us again as we linger for a 
season under the broom tree.   

We are entering into a season of refreshment and re-creation.  We are entering a season when 
much of the church's programming goes on hiatus.   Yet it’s not a season for leaving worship and 
spiritual attention behind.  If we are tired or discouraged, by all means, let us spend some intentional 
time under the broom tree, not with a sense of being abandoned by our God or with the idea of 
abandoning the community of faith, even for a season. Rather let us rest, letting the tension seep out of 
our jaws and indeed, all of our muscles.  Let us rest under the tree open to the hope and possibility of 
the power of God's Spirit to counter the power seep of our efforts.  In this season, let us be intentional 
about letting God restore our souls and refresh our vision. 

In the droughty days of struggle, let us remember the Word of God that came to Elijah at the 
beginning of the story -- “Rain is coming.  Life is on the way.”  They are not the last words of Elijah's 
story or ours, but the first words of a new leg in the journey with our Lord:  We worshipped this morning 
with magnificent music from one of our returning young people with babies and big sister, mother and 
grandmother playing in the aisle.  We are here. Rain is here.  Life is here.  And as the word came to 
Elijah, so it comes to us:   “More rain is coming.  More life is on the way.”           


