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Have you ever had a bad neighbor? Maybe you’ve got one now. Maybe you’ve had a neighbor like this woman who vented to a Web site called Rottenneighbors.com. Here’s what she said:

“I installed a beautiful split rail fence around the back yard of my new home, and planted sweet peas the full 100-foot length of one side, anticipating a complete covering of blooms by summertime. Before they had a chance to get more than a couple inches tall, I spotted my retired neighbor just finishing up spraying RoundUp along the entire base of the fence. He managed to kill every one of my plants. 

“At the time, I figured he was thinking they were weeds and thought he was helping me out. Later, after I got to know him better, I realized he knew full well I had planted them ... and he had probably watched me plant them. He was showing me what he thought of my new fence!”


Wow. Maybe you have your own story to tell like that.


But none of us, I think, has had a neighbor as bad as Naboth had. 

Naboth has a vineyard. This does not make him a rich man. He is farming the land that has been passed down to him from his ancestors, just trying to make a go of it. But it’s his bad luck that he lives next-door to a palace – the home of evil King Ahab. 

We met Ahab last Sunday. In a time when the holy land was divided, Ahab is the king of the northern kingdom of Israel. The text calls him “King Ahab of Samaria”; Samaria was the capital of the northern kingdom. And you’ll remember that God wasn’t happy with Ahab, because Ahab had encouraged worship of the pagan fertility god Baal. Supposedly his wife, Jezebel, made him do it. 


Well, as Mel Brooks once said, it’s good to be the king, and in this story from 
1 Kings, Ahab tries to throw his weight around. Naboth, he says, that’s a nice vineyard you’ve got there. I want it for my vegetable garden. And therein lies a bad-neighbor tale.


The economics of this confrontation are familiar to us. You know about the legal concept of eminent domain – the idea that in pursuit of the public good, like building a highway, a government has the right to force people out of their homes and off their land. The catch is that the government has to pay a fair price for the property.


And that’s how it is with Ahab and Naboth. The king makes an offer: “I will give you a better vineyard for it,” he says, “or, if it seems good to you, I will give you its value in money.” 


Now, this seems like a reasonable deal, right? King Ahab gets his tomato garden, and Naboth gets a better vineyard or a nice chunk of change. But he says no. “The Lord forbid that I should give you my ancestral inheritance,” he says. And he’s perfectly justified in standing his ground. This is the land that his father and grandfather and great-grandfather farmed. The religious and legal customs of the time said that ancestral property had to stay in the family forever. It wasn’t just a matter of economics – it was a matter of place, a connection to something more meaningful than simply how to make a living. That’s one of the things that has always struck me about Snyder, by the way – how so many young adults who grew up here come back and buy the house across the street from Mom and Dad. That sense of place runs deep in your soul. You can move to Raleigh or Santa Fe, but you’ll never feel the same rootedness as you do where you grew up.
So Naboth refuses the deal. And then we have a little humorous interlude, because Ahab – he’s the king, remember! The big boss! – slinks back to his palace like a kicked dog. It’s kind of funny what a baby this King Ahab is. The writer of 1 Kings shows him curled up in a fetal position on his bed, his face to the wall. “I don’t want any dinner,” he whines. “Leave me alone.” 


Cue the ominous music. Enter Queen Jezebel. She obviously wears the royal pants here. “Snap out of it,” she says to her husband. “I’ll get you your vegetable garden.” And so she does, with a plot worthy of Shakespeare’s bloodiest tragedies. She forges letters in the king’s name and has the city fathers call a meeting. When there was a serious problem to consider in the community, that was how they did it: They fasted, then called kind of a town hall meeting to thrash it out. The fast is a clue that this was a religious process, not just a civic one. They were seeking God’s guidance with the problem, and fasting was part of how they invited God into this time of discernment.

Well, you heard the story: God’s still small voice gets drowned out by Jezebel’s deadly trick. She has two “scoundrels,” as the text has it, make a false charge of blasphemy against Naboth, and in accordance with Jewish law, they take him outside the city walls and stone him to death. Word gets back to Jezebel that this has happened, and you can almost see her smirking with satisfaction. “Go plant your garden next door,” she says to her husband. “Naboth is dead.”


Then Elijah the prophet shows up – the voice of conscience in this story of treachery and misuse of power. King Ahab is walking in his ill-gotten garden, thinking about where he’s going to put the zucchini and the bell peppers, and – uh-oh. It’s that scary prophet again. “I have found you,” Elijah says. “And because you have sold yourself to do what is evil in the sight of the Lord, I will bring disaster on you.” 


How will this drama turn out? You’ll have to read the rest of Chapter 21 to see for yourself. For today I just want to tease out the voice that is speaking to us in this story. It’s the voice of the prophet, speaking for God. It’s the voice that cautions us against misusing our power and our faith for selfishness or oppression.


Who’s the bad guy in this story? It’s not the spineless King Ahab. It’s the conniving Jezebel, who manipulated the religious power structure – one designed to seek out and do God’s will – to murder someone who wouldn’t kowtow to the power of the king. What good is the rule of law if it doesn’t protect the weak from the strong? And yet Jezebel has subverted the religious court for her own selfish and oppressive ends.


Elijah is the voice of conscience, and he speaks to us across thirty centuries to say: Don’t let this happen to you. Don’t use the power of money or authority to hurt people. Don’t give in to the temptation of using faith to oppress the weak.


I want to give you a couple of examples from our own lives to chew on. The first has a pretty amazing parallel to our story from the ninth century before Christ. It’s the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in a case called Kelo v. New London – an eminent domain case decided five years ago.

We’ve already said that governments sometimes exercise the power of eminent domain to claim land from private citizens for projects that benefit the public good, like highways and parks. But in this decision the Supreme Court ruled that governments also can take private property from individuals for private-sector economic projects. In essence, the court said, government can force you to sell your property to the developer of a shopping mall. 

The commentary on this decision has been interesting, because everyone from far-right libertarians to advocates for the elderly and poor has been screaming about it. Justice Sandra Day O’Connor wrote in her dissent that the ruling favors the most powerful and influential in society and leaves small property owners little recourse. 


What would the prophet Elijah say about a decision like this, that privileges the already-privileged, those with the capital to invest to make more money, at the expense of an individual who has put down the kind of precious roots we talked about? What would he say to Justice John Paul Stevens, who write the majority opinion, if he showed up in the Great Hall of the Supreme Court and railed against the unfairness of the court? 


We read about a king and a vineyard and it all seems so remote. But the human impulse toward oppressing the weak is ever-present. It hasn’t changed in three thousand years. We have to watch out for it. 


The other example is more by way of recognizing that as people of faith, we too are at risk of being corrupted and co-opted by the sneaky ways that power tries to get its due. Just as Jezebel pulled the levers behind the scenes and made a religious court into her personal attorney general, there will be times when powerful interests try to use our faith for their own ends.


I’m thinking, for example, about the conflation of God and country that you see especially around Independence Day and in election campaigns – the cynical manipulation of American citizens by politicians who say in effect, vote for me and you’ll be doing God’s will. Or the senator who says, We need to defend our Christian way of life against the rise of Islam. Or the activist who tries to mandate school prayer, as long as it’s the right kind of prayer – as Rev. Lovejoy puts it, “the one true faith – the Western Branch of American Reform Presbo-Lutheranism.”


I’m thinking as well about the danger of self-satisfaction that faith life poses. When we know God created us and loved us and sent God’s Son to live and die for us and whose Spirit is with us always, the risk is that we’ll start thinking faith is about us. And if there’s an us, there has to be a them, and if there’s any question about whom God really loves, well, that would have to be us, wouldn’t it? And so in our self-satisfaction we are tempted to circle the wagons, stop reaching out to those who need to hear the Good News, and congratulate ourselves on our good fortune. 

What would the prophet Elijah say about a worldview like that, that privileges the already-privileged, those with all the gifts of faith, at the expense of those who are fumbling and searching and who need someone to reach out to them in love? What would he say if he showed up at our strawberry social today and found us sitting at our usual tables with the same old people, not building community broadly, not reaching out to visitors, not embracing every family’s beautiful kids as our own? 

The voice of the prophet, speaking for God, says no. No to misusing our power. No to misusing our faith. No to the selfishness and oppression into which it’s so easy to slide. And yes to the powerless, the poor, the alien, the outcast, the refugee – to all who so need God’s care as it’s expressed through our own work on God’s behalf, no matter how flawed, no matter how fumbling. The voice of the prophet calls to us across the centuries. It’s a voice as clear as today.

Amen. 

