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There’s an old fable about an ad that ran in the newspaper. It said that the devil was putting all his tools up for sale. They would all be laid out for public inspection with the prices clearly marked. 

Well, who could resist a sale like that? It’s almost as good as our garage sale yesterday. And the people who noticed the ad and went to the sale saw that the devil was selling some very treacherous tools indeed – hatred, envy, lying, addictions, adultery, murder. 

And then apart from the others lay another tool. It looked pretty harmless but it had an exceptionally high price tag on it, twice as high as the others. 

“What is the name of this tool,” someone asked, “and why is it priced so high?”

The devil looked at her and smiled his oily smile. “That, my dear,” he said, “is discouragement. It’s beaten up because I use it so much. In fact, I use it on almost everyone. And it’s priced so high because it has been so very valuable to me. I find it more useful than all the other tools. I can do more with that one than with all the others. I can pry into a person’s heart with discouragement better than I can with anything else.”


Discouragement. That’s what the mighty and faithful prophet Elijah is feeling in today’s scripture. And at first it’s hard to understand what his problem is. Today’s passage is hard on the heels of one of the prophet’s greatest victories. In Chapter 18 Elijah has a dramatic contest with the prophets of the pagan fertility god Baal. He challenges them to a duel. It’s Yahweh versus Baal – which god can send fire from heaven to cook a sacrificial offering? The prophets of Baal pray all morning and all afternoon, but their firewood never ignites; Elijah prays to God, and his firewood – he has soaked it with water to further prove his point – burns like crazy. This is a high-stakes contest, because when he has made his point, Elijah kills the prophets of Baal, every last one of them.

A terrific victory – and yet here’s Elijah in the wilderness. The queen has threatened to kill him, and so he runs out of Samaria into the region called Judah, then walks another whole day into the desert. Finally he sits down in the shadow of a bush, depleted, dejected and distraught. “I’ve had enough,” he prays to God. “Just let me die.”


Has this ever happened to you? Probably not the part about the firestarter from heaven, or the part about walking a whole day into the middle of the desert. But have you ever had a run of bad luck and misery that just makes you want to curl up in a ball and say, “God, I just can’t take it anymore. Kill me now, OK? Let’s just get this over with.”


 And just like Elijah, this can happen to us on the heels of a great success, a great accomplishment. I’ve heard writers say that when they finally finish the manuscript of a book and ship it off to the publisher, they feel a terrible sadness, an emptiness really. That experience shows itself in lots of ways in our lives. After a child is born, the greatest achievement of all, many women experience some degree of depression, sometimes severe depression. When the wedding is over, you have to start building the marriage. The day after retirement, you might look at yourself in the mirror and think, What’s next? Once you buy the car you’ve always wanted, you might discover that having it is actually not quite as good as wanting it. Good times can give way to tough times pretty quickly.


So that’s where Elijah is. He’s tired. He’s scared. He has had it up to here with his call to fight for God’s justice against an unjust king. “I’ve had enough,” he says. “Just let me die.”


When you’re feeling like that, what’s the natural response? You want to get far, far away from all the stuff that is piling up on you. My mom raised four children, only one of whom was an angel, and she used to quote a TV commercial when things got tough. “Calgon, take me away!” she would say. We thought she was kidding.


Elijah wants to get far, far away. First he goes about 50 miles to the town of Beersheba. Then he goes a day farther into the desert. And finally he makes a journey of 40 days – biblical code language for “a long, long time” – to Mount Sinai. Nobody travels that far, on foot, unless he’s fiercely determined to get as far away from his real life as possible. I wonder whether he was hoping to get someplace where even God couldn’t find him.


If he was, it didn’t work. God follows him every step of the way. First an angel wakes him from sleep, twice, and gives him food and water, saves his life in that harsh wilderness. And then God approaches Elijah on Mount Sinai, the same mountain where God showed Godself to Moses. God chases Elijah like a dog chasing a tennis ball. Brings him back. Even when they want to walk away, God doesn’t let faithful people go. The story of Elijah is a story of God’s grace at work.


And it’s useful to look at the steps that God takes to nourish and restore the prophet, to overcome his despair and lead him back to his sacred calling.


First, God refuses to answer Elijah’s prayer, or more exactly, God says no. Remember that the prophet had begged, “Just let me die.” God doesn’t argue with Elijah or point out the foolishness of that prayer. God simply says: No. That’s not something I’m going to grant. And so God’s first gift to Elijah is the gift of continued life. God’s bias is always toward the preciousness of life.


Second, God creates a situation in which he can speak to Elijah. The prophet has come from a scene of noise and tumult, that big contest with the prophets of Baal, all that loud praying and slaying. Here on Mount Sinai, God imitates that noise and chaos – there’s a wind so violent that it shatters rocks, there’s an earthquake, there’s a fire. 


And then there’s a stunning calm after the storm – “a sound of sheer silence,” “a gentle breeze,” “a still, small voice.” The Hebrew translates literally as “a thin, silent sound.” However you translate it, it’s the sound of silence. And that’s the space that God opens up so that Elijah can hear God’s voice. 


The sound of silence. I’m reminded of experiments that have been done by putting human subjects in a specially designed noise-deadening chamber, to test the effects of silence on mind and body. The subjects report that once every decibel of the world’s noise is stripped away, they lie there and hear two faint but constant sounds. One is the deep thrum of the blood coursing through their veins and arteries. The other is the high-frequency hum of their nervous system, literally the sound of their thoughts. The sounds of life itself. God’s voice, the voice that calls us to life, is always there. Like Elijah’s experience, sometimes we have to strip away the hurly-burly of the world before we can have a chance to hear it.


So God says no to Elijah’s prayer, and God creates a space in which the prophet can hear God’s voice. And then God does a third thing. God sends Elijah back where he came from – back to fight the good fight.


God does this by asking Elijah a question. A simple question, but a profound one. “Elijah,” God says, twice, “why are you here?”


Elijah answers the question twice, the same way each time. He tells God all his troubles – how the people of Israel have turned away from God, how all the other prophets of God have been killed, how he has a price on his head. But that’s not the answer God wants, and Elijah knows it. “Why are you here?” For Elijah, the answer is the same as it ever was. He is here on earth to do God’s will, to be God’s prophet, and to execute God’s justice in an unjust kingdom.


And so God’s final gift to Elijah is to send him right back into the fight. The work of God cannot be stopped by our weakness and our weariness. Elijah’s call has yet to play itself out fully. The great plan of God must proceed, and God will provide for faithful people who are trying their best to make it happen. 


This is the essence of covenant – the truth that in our walk with God, we will get weary, we will fall away, and when we do, what happens is not condemnation and damnation, but God’s renewed invitation to come close to God and let God love us. The story of Elijah is a story of God’s grace at work.


I’ll leave you with a story from the movies, specifically the 1991 movie City Slickers. Billy Crystal is one of a group of guys who take a trip to a working ranch out in Wyoming, and they end up driving cattle across the plains and having all sorts of dangerous adventures. It’s a little bit of a midlife crisis movie, and Billy Crystal’s character is a working stiff – sullen, depressed, bored with his life. He sells radio airtime for a living, and he’s banging his head on the wall: “What’s the point of it all? I sell air.”


His breakthrough moment comes when he remembers that when they were kids and playing ball, if the ball got stuck in a tree they would call, “Do-over!” Billy Crystal’s character is talking to his friend, and they finally realize that from this point forward, their lives are a do-over. It’s always possible to wipe the slate clean and begin again.  


To my mind, that’s a testimony to the power of God’s gracious care for us. Just as God pursued Elijah from city to desert to mountain, just as God fed him and ignored his wrongheaded prayer and spoke to him in silence and reacquainted him with God’s call for his life, in all these ways God nourishes us and holds our hand through times of despair and discouragement. It’s not big and loud and flashy, the grace of God. It’s simply God’s quiet strength binding up our wounds, resting us, nourishing us, and enlivening us to do the work that, in our heart of hearts, we know we should be about doing. Again and again God calls us back to our divine purpose. What can we say but yes?


Amen.

