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This week has been a fascinating week in our nation. We have witnessed 
democracy at work, appreciated the hard work of bi-partisan volunteers who 
have given their time to ensure all of our votes count, and many of us have spent 
more time staring at red and blue maps than ever before. Whether you lean red, 
blue, or purple, there have been moments of scrambling to see what the path 
forward could be as votes were counted and the numbers were tallied. We have 
watched as news commentators have presented scenarios; if the vote in one state 
is this and the other state is that, then the outcome is this or that. Everyday there 
were new paths to 270 electoral votes, yet THE path remained foggy. Yet, little by 
little, the way forward was clearer and we saw the path ahead emerge and we 
were assured that the electoral process was, even in 2020, trustworthy. 
 
As I’ve considered this week’s events, it occurs to me that, in some ways, the 
paths of our individual lives are like this ; sometimes the way forward is clear, 
while other times, we seem to walking in the fog, scanning the horizon for 
something recognizable or a clue to what’s ahead. The older I get, the more I 
value the peace that comes from being comfortable with the foggy parts of this 
journey. There is so much that we don’t know and I practice being okay with that 
every day. One of our core values at Disciples Christian Church is spiritual growth. 
We value learning, discussion, healthy debate, and differences of opinion. In the 
end, part of growing spiritually is recognizing that the way ahead won’t always be 
clear and even when it is, it won’t be that way for long. But we can trust that for 
each of us, there is a path and even when the way is uncertain, the path leads us 
closer to who we were created to be and, I believe, closer to God. 
 
That is hard though. We live in a world where “seeing is believing” and we’ve 
been taught to be critical thinkers, demanding proof and data, charts and graphs. 
All of those things are good and necessary as we deal with things like climate 
change, COVID-19, foreign policy, and even election results. But hard and fast 
facts don’t serve us as well in other areas. Our faith invites us to imagine a world 
that is very different from what we are experiencing in our lives today. Our faith 
asks us to love and care for our neighbors, without any evidence that they 
deserve it. And our faith compels us to believe in the existence of something 



mysterious, something beyond ourselves, something life-giving and creative, even 
in the midst of a pandemic that is killing hundreds of thousands of people. Our 
faith asks a lot of us. Imagining, loving, caring, believing…all hard things 
sometimes. We can do hard things, though. We just have to practice.  
 
The Hebrew Bible prophet, Elijah, got a lot of practice at doing these hard things. 
There are things we can learn from his story that might inspire us to keep 
practicing our faith, even when our paths are foggy way beyond our comfort level. 
The part of Elijah’s story we will focus on today is in I Kings 17. I Kings provides a 
continuous account of Israel’s history from the death of King David to the death of 
King Ahab and the succession of his son, Ahaziah. There are dates and events 
recorded in I Kings that are not historically correct, but it is good to remember the 
Hebrew Bible is not a history book. It is part of the story of God’s interaction with 
God’s people, handed down from an oral tradition that was heavily influenced by 
other near-eastern traditions. The stories were told over and over again, passed 
down from parents to children, because there was truth to be found in them and 
there still is today. 
 
Elijah, whose name means “man of God,” was a prophet in the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel in the time of King Ahab, who is likely considered the least faithful of 
Israel’s kings. He hoarded the kingdom’s resources and was relentless in the 
pursuit of his enemies. King Ahab was married to Jezebel who did not worship the 
God of Israel. She worshiped Baal. In the ancient middle east, Baal was one of the 
most important gods, considered the god of rain and fertility, controlling life and 
death. King Ahab and Queen Jezebel built a temple to Baal. Not coincidentally, 
shortly after, the prophet Elijah came on the scene and, on behalf of the God of 
Israel, announced there would be a drought. His announcement was troubling 
because it was essentially a proclamation that Baal was not in charge. Instead, it 
was the God of Israel who controlled rain and drought, fertility and sterility, life 
and death. As you can imagine, this was not good news to the King.  
 
Life can be hard for the one who brings bad news to powerful people, so God told 
Elijah to go hide by the Wadi Cherith (a creek), east of the Jordan River, about 30-
miles away. God told him that while there, he was to drink water from the creek 
and ravens would bring him food. Can you imagine? Depend on a creek during a 
drought? Ravens will do what? Ravens were among the birds that God forbid the 
people of Israel to eat. They are scavengers, eating dead things and searching out 



nests of other birds to eat their eggs or even young birds. Elijah had to be 
thinking, “This is a horrible idea.”  
 
Most of us respond to horrible ideas by opting out. I have a friend, who when 
presented with what he decides is a horrible idea, is known for saying, “That 
doesn’t sound like something that interests me.” Elijah, though, is more like my 
other friend, who responds to a horrible idea with, “That’s a horrible idea. What 
time?” If you don’t have a friend like that, get one. Those friends help us imagine 
that things that initially sound horrible can end up wonderful. They help us 
practice seeing beyond facts and what is right in front of us, to something 
different.  
 
Elijah did as God told him to do and it probably wasn’t easy. I wonder if he 
seriously questioned his life choices as he walked along. When he got to the Wadi 
Cherith, he found that there was water there and the ravens brought him food 
twice every day, once in the morning, once at night. Elijah saw first-hand that 
sometimes the ways in which God provides are completely unexpected. He also 
learned that God’s provision is not a once and done thing because, while there 
was food and water for a while, eventually the creek bed dried up.  
This is I Kings 17: 8-24: 
8 Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, 9 “Go now to Zarephath, which 
belongs to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed 
you.” 10 So he set out and went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the 
town, a widow was there gathering sticks; he called to her and said, “Bring me a 
little water in a vessel, so that I may drink.” 11 As she was going to bring it, he 
called to her and said, “Bring me a morsel of bread in your hand.” 12 But she said, 
“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.” 13 Elijah 
said to her, “Do not be afraid; go and do as you have said; but first make me a 
little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterwards make something for yourself 
and your son. 14 For thus says the Lord the God of Israel: The jar of meal will not 
be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the Lord sends rain on 
the earth.” 15 She went and did as Elijah said, so that she as well as he and her 
household ate for many days. 16 The jar of meal was not emptied, neither did the 
jug of oil fail, according to the word of the Lord that he spoke by Elijah. 



17 After this the son of the woman, the mistress of the house, became ill; his 
illness was so severe that there was no breath left in him. 18 She then said to 
Elijah, “What have you against me, O man of God? You have come to me to bring 
my sin to remembrance, and to cause the death of my son!” 19 But he said to her, 
“Give me your son.” He took him from her bosom, carried him up into the upper 
chamber where he was lodging, and laid him on his own bed. 20 He cried out to 
the Lord, “O Lord my God, have you brought calamity even upon the widow with 
whom I am staying, by killing her son?” 21 Then he stretched himself upon the 
child three times, and cried out to the Lord, “O Lord my God, let this child’s life 
come into him again.” 22 The Lord listened to the voice of Elijah; the life of the 
child came into him again, and he revived. 23 Elijah took the child, brought him 
down from the upper chamber into the house, and gave him to his mother; then 
Elijah said, “See, your son is alive.” 24 So the woman said to Elijah, “Now I know 
that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in your mouth is truth.” 
 
Sidon, where Elijah was sent, was where Queen Jezebel was from. The original 
hearers of this story, knowing that, would have expected nothing good to happen 
to Elijah in Zarephath, as he ventured farther and farther into the margins. When 
he met the widow, he first asked for water which she began to get for him, but 
she was an unlikely source for hospitality for two reasons. First, this was the land 
of Baal and Jezebel. Surely, she knew nothing about hospitality. And second, the 
widow had problems of her own.  
 
She had so little oil and grain that she was planning to prepare and serve herself 
and her son their last meal, “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. (vs. 12). Can you imagine planning to watch your child, any 
child, starve to death? So much desperation, so little hope. Clearly, the word 
Elijah had been given from God had not reached the widow.  
 
The words spoken by the widow sharply contradicted what God had promised 
Elijah. When she heard what Elijah said to her next, she must have thought he 
was crazy. There is nothing but scarcity all around and he spoke of abundance. It’s 
like the prophet was wearing the proverbial rose-colored glasses. Elijah brought a 
word of faith into a moment of deep fear and hopelessness. After hearing about 
the widow’s preparations for death, Elijah gives her the same line given to so 



many in the biblical narrative, “Do not be afraid.” He went on to talk to her as if 
the promise of God had already been fulfilled, as if there was no reason for 
further discussion. “…but first make me a little cake and bring it to me, and 
afterwards whip up something for yourself and your son.” The widow must have 
been thinking, “That’s a horrible idea.” 
 
Elijah’s words were absurd, “For thus says the Lord the God of Israel: The jar of 
meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the Lord 
sends rain on the earth.” Through these words, the prophet’s words invited her to 
grab onto life, instead of being resigned to death. And she was there for it. Once 
condemned to hunger, death, and suffering, she was given a new word, a way 
forward. The widow, her son, and Elijah ate for many days. And once again, Elijah 
had found provision in an unlikely place and together, the widow and Elijah saw 
despair turn to hope and death to life. The well-being and future of Elijah and the 
widow was intrinsically connected. By helping Elijah, the widow helped herself 
and her son. This help extends into the next part of the story, for when the 
widow's son dies, it is Elijah whom the widow has helped all along, who becomes 
the means through which life is restored. 
 
But, what does this story have to say to us, people who use DoorDash when we 
are hungry, and whose lives don’t seem to have much in common with Elijah and 
the widow? Well, the truth is, despair and death are part of our stories too. 2020 
alone has been a series of death-dealing events. COVID-19, George Floyd’s 
murder, John Lewis’ and Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s deaths, wildfires, hurricanes, 
murder hornets, recession, isolation…I could go on and I bet you could too. Like 
the widow, just as we begin to get our equilibrium back from one thing, 
something else happens. Imagining, loving, caring, believing, the things our faith 
asks of us…those things are hard in the midst of all of this. But we have to 
practice. 
 
In the story of these two strangers, we are invited to imagine and believe in a God 
who provides again and again, in surprising ways, very often through unexpected 
people. This story should inspire us to see, in every human being, the potential for 
life-giving connection. And it should challenge us to see the ones in our midst who 
we have looked past, pretending we don’t see them and their suffering, our 
neighbors. Our neighbors are: the one who has fled his country due to poverty or 
violence, the one who has no idea where she and her family will sleep tonight, the 



person of faith who practices a tradition different from ours, the one who voted 
differently than we did, the one whose spending habits and priorities we don’t 
understand, the one who spends way too much time alone. Just as the ancient 
Israelites would have been surprised by the widow of Zarephath's intervention in 
the life of Elijah, we will be surprised by the ways in which our neighbors, who we 
don’t yet know, will change us as they share life with us. 
  
This is the reason the foundation of our faith must be hospitality. We must always 
be willing to welcome and include the ones who imagine and long for a world in 
which justice, peace, and compassion are realized and love always wins. This faith 
community works because we are comfortable believing different things. We are 
comfortable with mystery, gray areas, and foggy paths. Maybe there are a lot of 
us who are that friend, who says, “That’s a horrible idea. What time?” Our unity 
comes from common purpose and the recognition that it is going to take all of us 
to bring about the world we all imagine.  
 
I haven’t extended an invitation to join the church virtually in a while. Today 
seems like a day of new beginnings, a day of hopes and dreams.  
So, if you would like to be part of Disciples Christian Church and our core values of 
hospitality, spiritual growth and justice through service resonate with you, 
comment on our Facebook feed so we can welcome your properly. There will 
always be a seat for you at the table as we work to bring wholeness to a 
fragmented world. I promise you, together we can do hard things. 
You are invited to be part of it. 
 


