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 This summer we’ve been spending time in the story of the prophet Elijah. Elijah’s story begins with his name that 
means, “my God is God.” Which is to say, “My God is Yahweh,” the God creator of all things that came to Moses in the 
burning bush and led Israel out of slavery to make them God’s special people. In his day, Elijah wore the mantle` of 
prophets in every day, which is to point us to the God who alone truly makes and saves and sustain our lives. The prophet 
tells the truth of how God alone can satisfy our souls. 
 
 But we don’t always like to hear this truth, which is why prophets often find themselves in trouble. Today Elijah is 
on the run from Israel’s Queen Jezebel. She’s just told him that his assassin is on the way. If you were here three weeks 
ago, you might remember the contest Elijah had with the prophets of Baal whom Jezebel worshiped. The contest was to 
see which God was really God. It was 450 prophets of Baal against one prophet of Yahweh, Elijah. So from the look of it, 
the odds against Elijah were worse than the Cavs being down three games to one.  
 

But Elijah won hands down. Baal didn’t even show, while Israel’s God sent down a fireball that was like Fourth of 
July fireworks a hundred times over. The victory was stunning. The people cried, “The Lord is really God!” Elijah 
slaughtered the opposition. Literally he did slaughter––killed with the sword––the 450 prophets of Baal. That’s when 
Jezebel told Elijah, “You are the next prophet to die by the sword.” 

 
So Elijah’s victory didn’t get a downtown Damascus parade. Elijah’s triumph had him running scared to the 

wilderness where sat down alone under a broom tree. That’s where we meet him today, in the scorching wilderness heat, 
under the meager shade of a tree, the fire in his soul having pretty much gone out.  

 
When he prays to God he doesn’t sound like a champion. He says, “I’ve had enough, Lord. Take my life.” If 

you’ve walked through the wilderness of despair, take heart: the great prophet Elijah was there before you. He’s covered 
himself in a blanket of discouragement, laid down under the broom tree and gone to sleep, maybe hoping that he won’t 
wake up. 

 
Why does the Bible show us the great prophet so discouraged? I believe it’s because discouragement, even despair 

over life, is a common experience of the soul that we rarely dare whisper to others. 
 
If you know kids that play video games, you may be familiar with the blockbuster game, Minecraft. In Minecraft, 

gamers create worlds, build in them, and interact with other gamers. In September 2014 the developer of Minecraft, 
Markus Persson, sold the game to Microsoft for 2.5 billion dollars. He bought a mansion in Beverly Hills for $70 million. 
He had so much money he could never run out of ways to spend it. Professionally and financially, it was an 
accomplishment that many dream of. But about a year after making his fortune, Markus wrote a series of tweets that 
suggested he’d sat down with Elijah under that lonely broom tree. 

 
He tweeted: “the problem with getting everything is that you run out of reasons to keep trying.” Another tweet: 

“Hanging out with a bunch of friends and partying with famous people, able to do whatever I want, and I’ve never felt 
more isolated.”  

 
Finding there isn’t enough wealth in the world to fill the depths of your soul is just one of the ways you can wind 

up discouraged. I suspect that some of our hearts brought a blanket of discouragement to worship today. It’s the 
involuntary sigh on the drive from work we thought was a victory when first we got it. It’s the realization that something 
you longed for still isn’t enough to bring deep down joy. It’s weariness of election coverage when we haven’t even gotten to 
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conventions and November’s four months away. Talking to Elijah under the broom tree, we hear the political system of 
his day had struggles as well. 

 
Before the end of today’s story Elijah says to God, “Here I’ve been working my heart out for you. But the people 

have rejected your covenant, destroyed the places of worship, and murdered your prophets.” He says, “I’m the only one 
left, and now they’re trying to kill me.” 

 
“I’m the only one.” Do we know how that goes? I’m the only one that cleans around this house. I’m the only one 

left to do all the work. Everyone else is dropping the ball, and I’m left alone trying to keep things going. I’m the only 
Christian in this office. Nobody else understands why this is so important. Nobody else will keep this program running. 
When we find ourselves saying, “I’m the only one,” and “nobody else” we may be walking the road of resentment which 
leads to the land of burnout. The land of burnout is where we’ve lost touch with our soul and the sacred purpose God 
gives to each of our lives. 

 
That’s why God sent an angel to Elijah to shake him and say, “Get up! Have something to eat.” And there was a 

meal of bread and water right by his head. Elijah ate and drank, and then pulled up the blanket of his despair and tried to 
back to sleep. A person that’s depressed can sleep 20 hours a day. Every time the eyes open, there’s a that says, “It’s too 
much, you aren’t up to this, you’re better off escaping into sleep.”  

 
But God’s angel came back and began to thump Elijah on the sternum, saying, “Get up!” Because God is so 

committed to us that God will not tuck us in all cozy with our discouragement. God get us to our feet, moving forward, 
because God has a purpose for us.  

 
So Elijah got up. He ate and drank again and walked forty days to Mt. Horeb where he went into a cave and 

promptly went back to sleep. Maybe he was just tired from the forty-day journey, but maybe discouragement can be a 
hard garment to take off? 

 
God asked him, “Elijah, what are you doing here?” When our hearts keep returning to everything that’s wrong––

with the world, with those around us, even with us ourselves––the question of what we are really doing here can become 
totally lost on us. Why did I marry this person in the first place? Why did I pursue this career? Why did I place faith in 
Jesus Christ and commit to following him with this church? Why do I keep on finding myself in a pew in worship? What 
are you doing here this morning? 

 
That’s when Elijah indulged his despair and said, “I’m the only one left” and “Nobody gets it but me.” God didn’t 

try to reason with Elijah. Discouragement can’t be reasoned with. It needs to be lifted by the presence and power of God. 
So God told Elijah, “Go and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.”  

 
Then a hurricane wind tore the mountains apart and shattered boulders against each other. But God wasn’t in the 

wind. There was an earthquake that knocked Elijah off his feet. But God wasn’t in the earthquake. After the earthquake 
came a fire that scorched the earth, like the fire the fell when God defeated the prophets of Baal. But this time, God wasn’t 
in the fire.  

 
It was like a surround sound movie experience in which there’s crashing and smashing and explosions and shaking 

and world seems to be coming apart––and then the sound quits, the screen goes blank, and a startling silence douses the 
theater, so you can hear someone six rows up whisper, “What just happened?” And that, the Bible tells us, in the gentle 
whisper, in the thin silence that suddenly cloaked the mountain––that is where God was. 

 
Elijah covered his face with his cloak. He knew he was in God’s presence. That phrase, “gentle whisper,” that the 

Bible uses to describe God’s presence, it can also be translated “still, small voice” or “a sound of sheer silence.” It’s the 
kind of silence that’s so powerful, it’s like a whisper that shouts. Elijah was pulled out of the cave of his despondency by 
God’s almighty whisper. 

 
The great preacher Fred Craddock has said that the voice of God in Jesus was not a shout. In Jesus, God comes to 

us as a whisper, like silence of a piece of bread we take from the communion tray. The bread that goes silently into us, 
down into that place where we have said, “I’m the only one,” and “There’s no one else.” In Holy Communion, Christ 
meets us under the blankets of discouragement that lay over our hearts. 
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There Jesus whispers to us, “I am the bread of life.” He’s telling us that we weren’t really hungry for things to go 

the way we want. Or for the recognition we think we deserve. Or to be confirmed in our rightness. Jesus tells us that we 
won’t move forward in life by justifying ourselves or accusing others. At the Lord’s Table, Jesus calls us out of our cave and 
into his silence where we may simply dwell in the communion with life and love that are eternal. For that is what we are 
really hungry for.  

 
When God finally broke the silence and spoke, God didn’t tell Elijah who God thought was was right and who 

was wrong, who was faithful and who was not. Instead, God sent Elijah back to the very place and people he found so 
discouraging, with holy work to do. He had a new assignment: to anoint kings and his own successor. He would anoint 
Elisha as prophet after him, a reminder that he is not really alone. The work of living didn’t rest only on his shoulders. 

 
By the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, God whispers again and again in our souls that it isn’t really all up to us. 

Conditions in life can be hard but they need to be cause for despondency. Because after Jesus cried from the cross and 
died, on the third day, inside a Palestinian cave, there came almighty whisper heard only by God, as Jesus breathed again, 
the risen, victorious Lord. He comes today saying, “Get up and eat.” He comes promising that he is alive in us. He is alive 
for you. Because he is risen, he knows the way out of the cave, into God’s life and love that are so profound only silence 
can say it. 

 
“Get up and eat,” said the angel to Elijah. “Get up and eat,” Christ says to us. He has heard your heart in 

whatever discourages you. But now, nourished by him––what will you do now? How will you go back to life, to your 
people, to your work, to you places, to live by the presence and power of God’s almighty whisper? Amen. 


