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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Tug of War?
I Kings 17:8-16; Luke 7:11-17

Am I the only one, or does this story make you a bit uneasy, too?  Elijah
is a prophet of God, and God tells him to go down to Zarephath in the land of
Sidon in the midst of a famine because he has told a widow to feed Elijah. 
Elijah does as he is told but when he finds the widow he discovers that she
is about to prepare her last supper.  She is gathering firewood to bake the last
morsel of bread for herself and her son and then to die of starvation. 
Apparently the son is already at risk because we discover after this story that
he does become ill and die.  Perhaps Elijah is unaware of these particulars,
but surely it is obvious to him that this woman is at best struggling to make
ends meet.

As he approaches the city gate and meets the woman, Elijah asks for
a little water, a common request for a traveler.  The woman quickly acts to
grant his wish because that is the proper thing to do.  The universal obligation
of hospitality demanded that one treat the stranger at the gate with kindness. 
The story recalls a song written by Gordon Lightfoot titled, “The House You
Live In.”  The final stanza of the song reminds us,

When you're down in the dumps and not ready to deal,
Decide what it is that you need.
Is it money or love, is it learnin' to live,
Or is it the mouth you must feed?
Be known as a man who will always be candid
On questions that do not relate.
And the house you live in will never fall down
If you pity the stranger who stands at your gate.1

As if that song is ringing in her ear, the woman rushes off to bring the
prophet a refreshing drink of water from her meager supply.  Simple
hospitality does not appear to be enough for Elijah, however, and in addition
to the water, he also asks for some bread.

1Gordon Lightfoot, “The House You Live In,” Summertime Dream, Reprise Records, 1976.



The woman explains her plight and her plan.  “As the Lord your God
lives,” she says, “I have nothing baked, only a handful of meal in a jar, and a
little oil in a jug; I am now gathering a couple of sticks, so that I may go home
and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it, and die.” 

“As the Lord your God lives.”  She knows this man is an Israelite.  She
may even know that he is a prophet.  She also knows that he worships a God
whom she does not.  The Lord is Elijah’s God.  Her God is Ba’al.  An
interesting twist in this story is that Ba’al is supposed to control the rain.  The
prolonged famine is a result of drought, controlled by her god, she would
believe.  She knows Elijah has a different God and to help him understand her
dilemma, she points out that even his God knows her plight.

Nevertheless, Elijah persists and the widow does as he asks. 
Miraculously the oil and the meal last for days.  In fact, God has promised that
it will last until the rains return.  Everyone in the household, including the
prophet, has a sufficient amount of food to eat.

The remarkable thing about this story is, of course, the miracle of the
replenishing meal and oil.  As it turns out, God sustains and provides for
people who do not even acknowledge him as Lord.  In fact, it was this story
which Jesus cited when he preached his first sermon in Nazareth.  Because
he suggested that God takes care of foreigners when some of his own people
ignore him, the crowd was incensed and his former neighbors and friends
tried to throw him off a cliff.  Talk about the power of a story!

This story is intended to celebrate the fact that God is powerful and in
control in contrast to false gods like Ba’al and evil rulers like Ahab who was
the king of Israel at the time.  We do not tend to look at famines and droughts
in the same way as the ancient Semitic people did nearly three thousand
years ago, but this story still holds powerful meaning for us.  In addition to
what it tells us about the providence of God, the story of Elijah and the widow
of Zarephath portrays a classic struggle that we experience today.

Elijah had a need.  He was thirsty and hungry from traveling.  We also
know that he was on the run from King Ahab who wanted to kill him because
of his pronouncements against the king.  For a time, God hid Elijah by the
Brook Cherith where he had plenty of water and was fed by ravens.  As the
drought stretched on, the brook dried up and Elijah was at risk.  God sent him
to Zarephath where he was out of reach of Ahab and could be sustained by
this widow.  It was perhaps a good plan, but Elijah’s sudden appearance at
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the gate of the city and his request for food and water placed a burden on this
woman that she did not need.

The woman obviously felt torn about this situation.  As anyone would,
she felt an obligation to be hospitable to this traveler.  She wanted to help him
and feed him, but she had obligations of her own.  She had a son to
feed–clearly a very vulnerable son.  She thought they would probably share
a meager meal and then die together.

Her response makes us wonder if God had not indeed told her to feed
the prophet.  She says, “As the Lord your God lives, I have nothing baked,
only a handful of meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; I am now gathering a
couple of sticks, so that I may go home and prepare it for myself and my son,
that we may eat it, and die.”   It is as if she has been thinking about this
dilemma and has her response ready for the prophet.  “I understand your
plight,” she says, “but I have an emergency, too.  I need to take care of my
son so we can both die in peace.  I am sorry but I cannot help you.”

Are you beginning to feel this back and forth struggle between Elijah
and the woman with God in the middle.  It is a tug of war over needs and
resources, over what is the right thing to do.  If you are not familiar with the
story of Elijah and the woman of Zarephath or if you think a story out of the
Old Testament is not relevant for today, then all you have to do is open your
newspaper and you will find the same theme in just about any story you read.

The news last week was dominated by budget proposals being made
by our legislators in Raleigh.  One proposal suggests that personal and
corporate income tax rates be reduced and sales tax added to currently
exempt services.  There is not a person among us who would not welcome
a decrease in our income tax.  In fact, every one of us does whatever is
possible (and hopefully legal) to pay as little tax as we can.  On the other
hand, who among us wants to begin paying tax on haircuts, movies, concerts,
and labor?  And does anyone in this room want to pay a higher tax on their
electricity bill?

State revenues are insufficient for all of our corporate needs, so
lawmakers are scrambling to find ways to provide for essential needs while
balancing the budget.  Higher education is expensive, so someone has
suggested that students who are accepted into our state universities but may
not be as academically prepared as some of their peers should attend
community college for two years before transferring to the university of their

3



choice.  Our community college system is second to none and provides
wonderful education and training, but this approach will add an additional
burden to those schools while, in some cases, denying students the
experience of starting out at a university where their enthusiasm and
imagination may be piqued as never before.  Another education-related
proposal suggests providing vouchers to poor families so that their children
might attend a private school if it better meets their educational preferences. 
Undoubtedly, private education is by and large the privilege of wealthier
families, but what will happen to our public schools which serve the vast
majority of our children if we continue to drain resources from them?  Nor can
we forget that some of those schools are faith-based.  While we want our
children to receive a good moral education in addition to the three R’s, do we
want public funds to pay for parochial education?

Turning to other religious news this past week, we found the highly
touted story of the valedictorian from Liberty High School in Pickens, South
Carolina tearing up his prepared valedictory address and reading the Lord’s
Prayer.  Most of us in this room likely said that prayer or another one at our
high school graduation if it took place thirty or more years ago.  We grew up
with prayer in schools and feel as if the Supreme Court made a terrible
mistake when it “kicked God out of the schools.”  As the young man said in
an interview Friday night, everyone in his community supports Christianity so
it was not really a problem for them.  Yet, surely most high schools in America
today include Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and other students who do not wish to
be forced to pray another’s prayer.  And what if the valedictorian had been
Muslim?  I doubt most of the parents and grandparents gathered in that
auditorium would want to hear a prayer from the Quran.  Even the widow of
Zarephath was congenial enough to acknowledge Elijah’s God.

On a different note, we learned this week that for years our government
has been collecting data regarding telephone and text conversations made
by American citizens.  The purpose of the program is to monitor and flush out
potential terrorists, something we all want to do.  On the other hand, do you
really want someone in Washington knowing the phone numbers you dial,
how long you talk, and whatever other information they might glean.  Some
of us grew up talking on party lines with Lula Mae listening in on our
conversations.  We did not like it then, and we don’t like it now.  However, if
Lula Mae overheard someone plotting to attack the neighborhood elementary
school, we would certainly want her to tell the police.
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We could spend all day thinking of examples of issues that often result
in a tug of war of ethical and religious values: the treatment of prisoners at
Guantanamo, spending money on downtown redevelopment, Blue Laws,
church worship styles, capital punishment, global warming, marriage, fracking,
immigration, gun control, and helping the poor to name a few.  One person’s
request results in another person’s need.  My wants infringe on your rights. 
Your desires limit my opportunities.  “Give me some water and a piece of
bread.”  “All I have is a morsel which I plan to eat and die.”  So often our
interests compete with one another.

Years ago I read an article written by a man who ministered in the Grant
Park neighborhood of Atlanta.  He described the experience of someone
coming to a church to ask for help as similar to a boxing match.  He said that
the person asking for help and the one interviewing him dance around each
other for a while, each sizing up the other.  They throw a few proverbial  jabs,
one out of suspicion, the other out of frustration.  Back and forth they go trying
to get an advantage, trying to find the other’s weakness.  In the end, help is
usually granted but both the one asking and the one helping limp away,
battered and bloodied by the process of sorting out needs and resources.

We experience often this kind of brutality when people come to the
church asking for help under circumstances that do not always appear
legitimate.  We also experience it in the public arena.  For several weeks now
we have watched as protesters have visited the legislative building in Raleigh
on what they are calling “Moral Mondays.”  Hundreds of people assemble to
ask lawmakers to reconsider some of the budget decisions being made.  Last
week, over 150 people were arrested but we are told that legislators do not
seem to be paying the protests much attention.  A stalemate, a tug of war, or
a boxing match?  It really does not matter what you call it, because in the end
we are adversaries rather than collaborators.  No one is trying to sit down and
work out these issues together.  Rarely do we get off the hook so lightly as to
discover a “jar of meal [that] will not be emptied and the jug of oil [that] will not
fail” until more permanent relief comes along.  Most of the time, we are forced
to choose between winning and losing or even life and death.  Would that we
had a prophet who could whip up a miracle when we need it most.

In fact, Jesus did just that.  Earlier we heard about the occasion when
Jesus and his followers were traveling and came to the little town of Nain. 
They happened to encounter the funeral procession of a young man who had
died, his mother’s only child.  Immediately Jesus felt compassion, stopped the
procession, touched the funeral bier, and called the man to rise, which he did. 
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A miracle, no doubt, but also a lesson for us in how to deal with perplexing
circumstances.

Jesus had compassion for the grieving mother and the man’s friends. 
He could have let the procession go by, realizing there was nothing that could
be done.  Death is a part of life and grief is inevitable.  Instead, Jesus reacted. 
He felt compassion.  Author Louise Williams reminds us that this word
compassion springs from a Greek word that suggests a “churning of the
entrails or a turning of the womb.”  It is a gut-wrenching identification with
another person.  “In one sense,” she says, “it is seeing another as a sibling,
as one born from the same womb.”2  Perhaps Jesus was seeing the
foreshadowing of another mother who would be grieving the death of her son
not too far into the future.  Whatever he thought, he acted, and called for life
in what seemed like a dead end situation.

There is a rabbinic tale that illustrates how this compassion works:
A rabbi once asked his students how to recognize the

moment when night ends and day begins.
“Is it when, from a great distance, you can tell a dog from a

sheep?” one student asked.
“No,” said the rabbi.
“Is it when, from a great distance, you can tell a date palm

from a fig tree?” another student asked.
“No,” said the rabbi.
“Then when is it?” the students asked.
“It is when you look into the face of any human creature and

see your brother or your sister there.  Until then, night is still with
us.”3

I believe the widow of Zarephath came to understand that she and Elijah
were born from the same womb, that being the life-giving heart of God.  The
grieving mother at Nain discovered that Jesus was life-giving as well.  You
and I, the folks who gather in Raleigh, even the people who aim guns at one
another throughout the world can experience the same revelation if we will but
see the kinship we share and work together instead of against each other. 
We can create miracles if we will work in a direction that is life-giving.

2E. Louise Williams, “Reflections on the Lectionary: Luke 7:11-17,” The Christian Century (May 29,
2013): 21.

3Dorothee Soelle, The Strength of the Weak: Toward a Christian Feminist Identity, as cited by
Williams.
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As long as we see one another as adversaries on issues of ultimate
importance, we will never reach a conclusion that is truly good for anyone. 
When we see one another as brother and sister, however, and look for
solutions that lead to life, then we will discover that our actions will result in
good for everyone.  During our offering today, the acolyte placed a figure on
the altar holding the world in her hands.  It is an image borrowed from Ghana
where such a symbol reminds us that the world is like an egg which we hold
in our hands.  If we hold it too tightly, it will break.  If we hold it loosely, it will
fall.  If we hold it just right, it will be safe and thrive.  God has entrusted this
world and each person in it to our care.  Do we want a tug of war or a tug of
the heart which leads us toward life?

Regardless of the issues, the emotions, and the risks involved, the
wisdom of Elijah, Jesus, and even Gordon Lightfoot remain:

Go first in the world, go forth with your fears,
Remember a price must be paid.
Be always too soon, be never too fast
At the time when all bets must be laid.
Beware of the darkness, be kind to your children,
Remember the woman who waits.
And the house you live in will never fall down
If you pity the stranger who stands at your gate.4

. . . for that stranger is our sister.  He is our brother.  Amen.

4Lightfoot.
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June 9, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

It is easy for us to hear stories of resurrected life and even to sing songs
celebrating life renewed and yet never to feel that newness pulsing through
our veins, O God.  All around us we witness the vitality of creation: flowers
bursting with color, trees stretching new growth toward the heavens, grass
multiplying green in all directions.  Still, our spirits are bound by the chill of
winter’s dormancy.  Shine the warmth of your life into our souls, O God.  Open
the tombs of our sleeping spirits and awake the joy of living within us, we
pray.  Strum upon the strings of our hearts and sing a new song of life with
our lips that we might praise you and glory in your love.

We do thank you for the rebirth we find all around us, O God, and we
pray that we will do our part to cultivate new life as well.  Help us to be alert
to the struggling soul reaching for new life.  Enable us to care for the injured
spirit that longs for healing and health.  Give us courage to prune the decayed
portions of our own lives and to encourage growth in directions we have too
long neglected.  Make of us a garden of delight for the world so that the
beauty you have created within us might bring joy to those around us.

O Lord, like the bird that returns to its nest, guide us back to our home
with you.  Provide us with a secure haven against life’s storms and nourish us
with the food that endures unto eternal life.  Give us the help that we need
and keep us safe from all dangers, we pray.

Ours is a fragile world, and we could not survive apart from you, O God. 
Ours is a lovely world, and it would not have beauty and meaning without your
grace.  Ours is a vibrant world filled with the life-giving pulse of your Spirit. 
Thank you, O God, for the life that is ours and the life that we share through
Jesus the Christ.  Amen.


