
Today might be called the feast of frustrated prophets.  We have three windows into the challenge of following our call from God.  There are no easy answers here, but there is grace.

I want to focus on the story of Elijah.  We’ve met Elijah just two weeks ago, when he was raising the widow’s son from death and sharing food that never ran out.  After that incident, the Scripture says that Elijah faced down 450 priests of Baal, the god of the Canaanites.  They had a contest to see whose God would bring down fire and burn their sacrifices.  Elijah won in a big way.  After his victory, Elijah killed all 450 prophets.  Then Elijah predicted a massive rainstorm.  He seemed full of the power of the Lord.


The next thing we know, the king has told his wife Jezebel what Elijah has done.  She’s put out a death warrant on him.  He flees from there as far as he can go and still be in Hebrew territory.  In the desert, alone, he gives up and prays to die. 
 Suddenly, the Spirit-filled prophet is a tired, lonely, suicidal washout.

Actually, it’s worse than that.  Elijah’s despair and fear have blinded him to the community of which he is part.  Elijah believes that he is the only prophet left, the only one zealous for God.  He’s wrong.  He is one of thousands.  In his isolation, Elijah has an exaggerated sense of his own importance.


It would be easy to judge Elijah, or laugh at him.  Doesn’t he know what God has done for him?  Wasn’t he watching when God worked wonders through him?  How could he, of all people, seem to lose his faith?  But judging him would be a mistake.  We all reach these moments of doubt.  It is only human.  


Before Elijah, Moses had a call.  He didn’t want it.  He tried to do what God wanted, but when things got hard he asked to die.  He fled, but God called him back.  Eventually, he died in sight of the Promised Land, but he did not get to enter in.


Later, Paul goes all over the Mediterranean planting churches in Jesus’ name.  He brings good news to Gentiles – the promise given to the Jews has been extended to them!  They do not have to become Jews to receive the promise, for all are one in Christ Jesus.  A glorious message!  But after he leaves, others come through.  They whisper that Paul was wrong.  The promise is only for those who become Jews and follow the Jewish law.  When Paul hears of it, he falls into despair.  His work seems to have gone to waste.

Jesus, even Jesus, faces rejection.  He heals a man full of demons, and in return the townspeople ask him to leave.  Oh, casting out demons is fine, but interfering with business is not.  Scaring decent people is not.  So, thank you very much for that display of divine power – now go away.  Later he will face much worse rejection, and much worse fear.   Later he will pray to be relieved of his burden, but his prayer will not be answered as he wished.


Elijah’s prayer is not answered as he wished, either.  Jesus would like not to die, but he will if that is what God wills for him.  Elijah would like to die, but that is not God’s will for him.  Instead God sends messengers to feed him and strengthen him.  He sends him to Mt. Sinai, like Moses, but when he gets there he goes into a cave and sits.

God shows up and challenges him.  “What are you doing here, Elijah?” Elijah whines, “I’ve been good, but I’m all alone.  It’s all up to me, and I’m tired.  Leave me alone.”


Have you ever felt like that?  I’m working so hard, no one else is carrying their share, it’s all up to me.  I want to quit.  I want to go to bed for a week.  Of course you’ve felt like that!  We all have.  We all get tired.  Even those of us with keen eyes for God’s work among us get tired.  Sure, I know God saved me last year, and last week, and I saw God working in your life, but now – now I’m on my own.  It’s all up to me, and I’m not up to it.


Now, what’s strange about times like this are how they seem to go together with times of busyness.  
At first, Elijah’s despair may seem the opposite of busyness.  He lies down under a tree and wants to die.  But all around this scene is busyness.  Here he is, healing widows’ sons!  There he goes, fighting the prophets of Baal!  Then we find him on the mountain in the face of wind and earthquake and fire!  Wherever Elijah goes, it seems, action goes with him.  But it doesn’t sustain him.  God was not in the wind or the earthquake or the fire.  In fact, the wind and the earthquake and the fire are distractions, tests to see if he can distinguish the real call of God from the apparent demand to act.

This test is our test too.  Busyness and burnout feed on each other, and not always in the way we might think.  True, being too busy can lead to burnout; but sometimes busyness is a symptom of burnout rather than the cause.  You may know people who run to and fro, putting out other people’s fires rather than lighting their own.  Sometimes busyness is a way to avoid the hard work of listening for God’s call.  Sometimes busyness is a sign that we’ve put ourselves in the place of God.

We all have calls.  Some people think a call is too fancy and rarefied for them.  Vocation, the fancy word for call, seems reserved to priests and nuns and such folk.  But we all have calls.  Some are called to be parents, some to be farmers.  I thank God every day that Tammy is called to be a Sunday School teacher, and that she follows that call.  I thank God for Glen’s call to care for buildings, for Claudia’s call to add the website to her ministry, for all of you who listen for where the needs of the world meet your desire.  Some of us are called to be mechanics, some to be accountants, some carpenters.  Wherever your bliss meets the needs of the world, that’s your call. 
 Fleeing from your call can make you irritable and depressed.  Some people get busy doing trivial things so they don’t have to face the challenge of following their call.  But that kind of busy never fills the God-hole inside us.


Elijah is not so far gone he can’t tell the difference between apparent need and God’s call.  He resists the temptation to rush to the wind and the earthquake and the fire.  When he hears silence, then he goes out to meet God.  Listening is key.  The hush of expectation, the hush we hear in silence, is key.  
But the point is not to spend our lives in silence, renouncing the needs of the world.  Renouncing busyness does not mean ceasing to act.  The opposite of busyness is clear action aimed at God’s purpose for the world.

Instead of getting busy, Elijah is calmed and renewed enough to follow instructions.  We only hear the beginning of that instruction: Elijah is told to go back north to Damascus.  The Scripture continues with a whole list of action items: anoint this king, anoint another king in place of Ahab, and go anoint Elisha as your successor.  Elijah gets his orders for the future, standing in front of God in the silence.  He is reminded that he is part of a larger story than his own life.  His life is part of God’s story in one small part of the world.


All our stories are parts of God’s story.  God asks each of us, “What are you doing here?”  Often, our answers are messed up.  “I’m trying to do it all.”  “I’m trying to save people who don’t want to be saved.”  “I’m trying to earn points in heaven.”  None of these are great answers, but God doesn’t worry about that.  God is so glad we will enter into conversation.  God will not shame us for our weakness.  God just says, “get over it.  Here’s what I want you to do.”


When we listen and follow, we find that we are not alone.  Others are waiting to share our loads, if we will look up from them.  They might not carry them in the way we’d like.  They might leave some parts on the road.  But those other people are God’s agents as much as we are, and we need to trust that God works through them too.


The most basic, most important thing we can do as a community this summer is to listen for the voice of God calling us to greater health and wholeness.  We have challenges ahead of us.  We will meet them best when we listen prayerfully to God and to one another.  Wait to feel the hunger.  What is it you really desire?  What is it that God really desires for you?  What does God desire for our congregations?  The answers may surprise you.  Make time to listen.  


God asks all of us, “What are you doing here?”  The world is waiting for your answer.

PAGE  
7

