B. 19th Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                                   1Kgs 19: 4-8
Background

Elijah had just made fools of the 450 prophets of Baal. On Mt. Carmel he challenged them to get Baal to set fire to their sacrificial bull to prove he was a living god. After all sorts of machinations they failed. Elijah, on the other hand, invoked Yahweh and not only produced fire, but the much-needed rain to alleviate the drought and resultant famine. It was a tremendous success. The people finally acknowledged Yahweh as their God (ch 18). Elijah was on a high. But not for long. Jezebel, the Israelite King Ahab’s foreign wife, the real power behind the throne was greatly vexed. Baal was her god. She put a contract out on Elijah’s life, swearing to avenge  the death  of her 450 prophets .(Elijah either killed them or had them killed.) Needless to say, her pride had been wounded. Overnight she managed to turn Elijah’s victory into ashes and, once again, set back his long and arduous campaign to turn Israel back to Yahweh. Elijah did what most fugitives – guilty or innocent – did in those days; he fled into the desert. It is not a nice place to live, but if he wanted to live, he’d have to go there. Once there, however, he was overcome with the desire to die. Elijah had tasted failure and it poisoned his enthusiasm for life.

Text

v. 4 a broom tree: This shrub, which grows to a height of about ten feet, is common in Sinai, Petra and the Dead Sea areas. Its botanical name is Retania roetam, but it is also known as Genista roetam.

This is enough, O Lord! Take my life: Sitting in the shade of a broom tree, Elijah is completely discouraged. He now begs to die. But, if he is to die, let it be at God’s hands and not Jezebel’s.

v. 5 an angel touched him: God answers his prayer, but not the way he has asked. An “angel” in the OT may or may not be a heavenly being. The term means “messenger.” It can indicate any of the many forms in which God communicates with humans. It can even mean God himself. The text does not specify. The point is that in the midst of dereliction, Elijah is not left alone. God, true to his promise, is always with him. God always sends help. Humans have but to recognize it.

v. 6 a hearth cake and a jug of water: In the midst of arid  and inarable land God provided food and drink, the sustenance he needed not only to regain physical strength, but also encouragement to continue his mission.

v. 7 a second time: Apparently, Elijah needed more rest and refreshment than he first thought. He eats and drinks again after another rest.

Else the journey be too long for you: What Elijah originally thought was a flight from Jezebel’s wrath, turns out in God’s plan to take on the character of a pilgrimage to the holy mountain, to the place of his very roots.

v. 8 he walked 40 days and 40 nights: Strengthened by that little bit of food, drink and rest, he was able to make the long journey to Mt. Horeb without further nourishment. It is only with God’s help, supplying what is lacking in his own determination and talents, that Elijah was able to fulfill God’s plan for him and his people.

Horeb: This is the same  mountain as Mt. Sinai. It is called “Horeb” in some traditions (Elohistic & Deuteronomic) and “Sinai” (Yahwistic & Priestly) in others. Originally, one may have designated the region; the other the mountain.

Reflection  

This was Elijah’s first taste of failure and it threw him for a loop. Right after a stunning victory in which both Yahweh and he were vindicated, Elijah must suffer the humiliation of unceremoniously fleeing from the plots and powers of an unscrupulous foreign woman, the real power behind the throne. Jezebel represents evil in this story, the form evil loves to take, the sneaky underminer. She represents the number two’s of any power structure, the ones who whisper in number one’s ear, have number one’s trust, and know how to manipulate number one to get the king, queen, boss, manager, bishop, captain, or whatever to do his or her bidding, all the while duping number one into thinking that it is his/her sole decision.  “Behind-the-scenes” people are harder to deal with than those on the throne or up front. They can be much more ruthless, since they are not accountable for their actions. They leave hardly any prints behind. They are not bound by the niceties of social protocol, as are those in the public eye. Jezebel represents that “demon,” that form evil likes to take to communicate with humans.  The first time we meet up with that demon can be devastating. Elijah found it so. He had just confronted face-to-face 450 false prophets and won. He had courage. But confronting evil in its sneakier forms is another story. One rarely comes face-to-face with a sneak. One rarely knows what a sneak is saying and doing behind one’s back until the damage has been done. When Elijah found out that Jezebel has a contract on his life, he ran like scared animal.

And he was ashamed. Here he had just shown up Baalism for the empty shell of a religion that it was all by himself (with Yahweh’s divine intervention, of course) and now he is running away from a woman and a foreigner at that.  It was a public humiliation. He wanted to die. Defeat does that to us. Not defeat as such, but humiliating defeat.  It is not really difficult to learn to stomach defeat. We know that we learn from defeats as well as from simple mistakes. But humiliating defeats are different. They rob us of the desire  not only to try again but even to live at all. Humiliating experiences bring us to the very brink of life. We want to step over and die.  Elijah was no different. He fled to the desert, the natural retreat of all refugees, whether from the law, in-laws, debts or defeats.  There he would either die or live as though dead. He wanted Yahweh, not this meddlesome woman, to take his life. He would not do it himself.

Instead of sending Elijah the angel of death as he requested, God sent him the angel of life. If the demon in Jezebel form would strike Elijah down, the angel would stroke Elijah back to life and an enthusiasm for his mission in life. The angel (and we are not told exactly what form this “angel” took) would be much gentler than the demon, but also much more powerful. Elijah was about to learn that endurance amidst adversity is far stronger than the adversity.  He is about to learn that he had used up all his energy fighting the obvious enemy, thinking that was the last battle, and he was left with little energy to fight the subtler forms of evil. He was about to learn that he needed to be nourished, nourished on two levels, physically and spiritually. These two levels can be separated but they rarely are. God nourishes his faithful ones on both levels and usually simultaneously. He would eat and drink a little in the physical sense, but that little would go a long way to energizing him for his journey/mission, both physically and spiritually, because the source of his energy would be angelic, not demonic. Like the five loaves and two fish of the gospel story of the multiplication and like the small host and sip of wine of the Eucharist, a little goes a long way. We should not judge the value of something by the size of its package.

Like Elijah we have to learn that what is going on on the earthly level is not always (or hardly ever) what is going on on the heavenly level. Humans would look at Elijah’s behavior and conclude he was running away from Jezebel (and he was), but in God’s plan he was journeying toward God (represented by God’s holy mountain). Humans would see retreat. God saw advance, progress. Humans saw defeat. God saw a greater victory than even the defeat of the 450 prophets. For this one was an inner victory for Elijah, empowering him to continue his mission, more mundanely than the spectacular demonstration of God’s power on Mt. Carmel, a much longer lasting event, real “success.”

Key Notions

1. Surface success is neither real nor lasting.

2. God is with us as much in defeat as in victory.

3. The surfaces of things are not the what they really are or all they are.

4. A little nourishment from the Lord, if digested, provides a lot of encouragement to continue our journey/mission.

Food For Thought

1. Dueling Interpretations: There are at least two interpretations to every event. There is the human one (and there can be many variations of that) and there is the divine one. Clearly, it is the divine interpretation of the human situation that is the really real one, the true one. There can be no question that the way God sees things is the way they really are. We humans have had our vision severely clouded by sin and our values, even our ability to value the truly valuable, severely compromised. So, God mercifully and patiently puts his interpretation in front of us to either grasp and adopt or to ignore and contradict. In this story we have two conflicting interpretations. One was Elijah’s, the way he saw it. Now, Elijah was a holy person, a prophet. He was no hardhearted sinner. Yet, even he got it wrong. (So, we shouldn’t be reticent to admit when we get it wrong. It doesn’t mean we’re bad, just wrong.) Elijah thought and felt this was the end of him and the end for him. He felt so shamed he wanted to die. He ran away to lick his wounds, to hide from any more challenges and to beg God to take his life. The second interpretation was the exact opposite. God saw things from their other side, his side, the way they really were. Others thought, even Elijah himself thought, he was running from something. In fact, he was running toward God. Maybe God did not actually will or positively decree that Elijah be humiliated, but he took it and worked with it. Like a master potter he molded the clay (dirt and water) into something beautiful. God would take Elijah’s life, not from Elijah, but into his own hands. He would caress him, stroke him, nurse him back to full physical, emotional, spiritual health so that he could go on to do even greater things for God. They would not necessarily be spectacular things (though to God everything is spectacular), but they would be good things. Elijah would let God call the shots from now on and he would receive his enthusiasm for life back again, knowing that when the world spells “defeat” God reads “success.” It is the better part of wisdom to adopt God’s interpretations of reality, for they will win in the end where it really matters.

2. Desert Temptations: Both Elijah and Jesus retreated to the desert. One fled there (Elijah), the other was led there (Jesus). But both cooperated with the Spirit of God. Jesus fasted to gain perspective on his life and mission. Elijah ate, drank and rested. Both ways are God approved. The better part of wisdom is not knowing what (to do) or knowing how (to do it) but knowing when (to do it). As Ecclesiastes says, there is a time, a proper time, for everything. There is a time to laugh and to cry (opposites), to make war and to make peace, to sow and to reap, etc. The wise person knows when which is more appropriate. Elijah did not stand and fight this time. He fled under the guidance of the Spirit of God. Just before that he stood his ground. Jesus was the same way. He fled from his enemies many times before it was time (the hour) for him to stand and fight. Both are good- feasting and fasting, standing still and moving away, fighting and fleeing. It is interpreting correctly when a particular response is the more appropriate that requires divine guidance or angelic ministration. After Jesus fasted, the angels came and ministered to him, gave him food. He had passed the tests, overcome the temptations. In Elijah’s case the angels ministered to him so that he would pass the test. God has his own ways of working things out and we should not latch on to one- fasting vs. feasting, fighting vs. fleeing, etc.- and cling to it as the solution to all problems. Instead, we must listen to the music issuing from the situation and latch on to the tune being played at the time by God and/or his angels (both human and more-than-human representatives) and learn the tune. God knows more than one tune. Sometimes it will be a dirge; other times a paean, but always God’s and, so, always just the right one for the right time. It is for us to learn the song, not write it, to sing it, not name it. When Elijah learned to accept God’s interpretation, he got his enthusiasm for life back.
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