ORDINARY SUNDAY 19 – AUGUST 9TH 

1 Kings 19:4-8; John 6:35, 41-51

1 Kings 19:4-8

It is worth going back to read chapter 18 before examining today’s story.  If we do that we can see that Elijah is doing battle with Ahab King of Israel and has incurred the wrath of the kings prophets and, more especially, of his wife Jezebel  There is a great story of the battle that was engaged between Ahab’s prophets, who worshipped Baal the god of the Canaanites and Elijah, prophet of Yahweh the God of Israel.  

What was at stake here was the future of the nation and God’s prophet time and time again challenged the king and his prophets to turn from their old ways of watering down the Covenant demands and return to Yahweh.  But they refused and more and more their religious ways moved the people in directions that God wanted.  And so Yahweh called Elijah as prophet to Israel and charged him with the call to repentance and the renewal of their covenant ways.

But, as we see in these stories, it was not an easy vocation to fulfil and he ended up being attacked by the King, by his court prophets and worst of all, by Jezebel his wife.   Today’s story unfolds with the King being told that his prophets had just been put to death by Elijah.  The king told his wife and Jezebel made a terrible threat to Elijah:  She would have him put to death in the same way he had killed the king’s prophets.  What is surprising, given the courageous and energetic ministry of Elijah was that he took flight.  He was frightened and so gave up his ministry and headed off into the wilderness.  There he told Yahweh: I have had enough.  Take my life.  We are told that he wanted it all to be over.  It was too much and now the price to be paid for his continuing in ministry was more than he could reasonably be asked to bear.  I have had enough.  Take my life.
But Yahweh is not finished with him yet.  An angel is sent and this angel cooks some scones and feed the prophet.  That is the first key point.  God feeds him.  God is out there in the wilderness with him and it is God who ministers to him in his pain and his hurt.  But God is feeding him for a purpose.  The angel brings a second lot of food and this food is special food, it is food for his journey.  He eats and drinks and then heads off and walks for forty days and forty nights.  Having walked around this diocese for the same amount of time, I have some understanding of just what that kind of thing is like.  It is hard going and it needs the “food of heaven” and the presence of an angel of the Lord to guide, to comfort and to support.  But in the end he reaches the mountain of God, Mount Horeb.

These are significant images for us today.  When we put the ingredients together we have quite a message:  fleeing from persecution, going into the wilderness, walking for forty days and forty nights and coming to the Mountain of God.  These are all images from the story of the Exodus, which of course is what the writers want us to note.  The Exodus story is an historical reality but it is also a human experience, one that happens throughout the whole of our lives.  We will find ourselves confronted with persecution, with misunderstanding, with pain and uncertainty and will at times have to struggle with depression and stress.  We are human beings and the wilderness is more often our home than we would like to admit.  

This story of Elijah is thus a source of great hope and encouragement.  What happens when he arrives at the cave is crucial to our understanding of Elijah’s ministry.  He is asleep in the cave feeling sorry for himself:  I am filled with jealous for Yahweh Sabaoth, because the sons of Israel have broken down your altars and put your prophets to the sword.  I am the only one left and they want to kill me.  It is his zeal for God that has brought him to this point and his human strength is no longer enough, so God himself comes to him.  But God speaks to the prophet, not hin the mighty wind that blew around the cave and not in the earthquake.  Nor did Yahweh come to Elijah in the fire.  Yahweh the God of Israel did appear to the prophet, but in the form of a gentle breeze.  This is not what Elijah wanted.  He wanted the mighty wind, the powerful earthquake and the roaring fire to come down and destroy his enemies.  That was not God’s way.  He is gently reminding his prophet that history is in his divine hands.  Elijah’s task was to continue his ministry, to respond to his vocation and to allow the rest to remain in God’s hands.  Things only go wrong and Elijah only finds the task too much when he seeks to shape the present and the future to keep himself at ease.  He is to forget about Ahab, Jezebel and the false prophets and focus on his ministry.  God would sort the rest out.  

His message?  Go back.....  Elijah, having faced his demons in the wilderness, having allowed himself to be fed by Yahweh his God, having put aside his own demands as to how God is to act, was repentant, renewed and refreshed and able to go back to where his earlier problems still awaited him.  God was left to sort them out.  And that is how it is to be with us.   Through baptism we are all called to serve the mission of God and to collaborate with him.  We are not here to achieve our own ambitions, to have our own expectations met and to have our lives of service set out in ways that keep us comfortable and happy.   We find God in the wilderness, when we are in need far more readily than we will when we maintain control.

John 6: 35, 41-51

The key to today’s readings are the opening words of Jesus:  I am the bread of life.  Whomsoever  comes to me will never be hungry. Whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.  What a great gift Jesus is.  The Father loves us so much that he sends his only Son to be like food and water for our journeys in life.  Like the people of Israel, we are pilgrims on a journey and all too often that pilgrimage takes us through various forms of wildernesses.  Some of those are physical, others mental and all of them with a spiritual dimension.  The temptation is to struggle through them on our own, relying on our own strengths and resources, our own ability to form human alliances and engage in human tactics.  But in the end, for the man and woman of faith, it will all come to nothing but pain and grief.

Jesus is given to us as the food and drink for our journey.  He comes to us in the Word, in the Sacrament and in our brothers and sisters in faith and all three forms of his coming are essential.   We encounter Jesus and are fed by him when we gather to listen to his word proclaimed and taught in the Scriptures. We meet him so intimately and so powerfully when we receive his sacred Body and Blood in the Eucharist and we meet him in our fellow pilgrims.
We can see here echoes of the Elijah story.  Jesus too is being put under scrutiny and as we read through the rest of this chapter we can see that some of his disciples left him at this stage.  They could not accept the language he was using.  It was too hard.  Too new and meant they had to leave behind some of their former understandings.  To accept that they had to eat the flesh of the Son of Man and to drink his blood was asking too much.  Some too began the work of betrayal.  They had decided that this was one step too far and that it was time to remove Jesus from the scene, just as their forefathers had tried to kill Elijah and the other prophets.  

But Jesus persevered.  He kept turning to his Father and kept urging the people to keep their hearts and their minds focussed on God.  He puts it clearly:  it is impossible to come to know Jesus as their messiah unless they are led to that point by God.  It is not about being taught the facts of their religion by their teachers.  It is about having a heart transformed by faith.  It is by living a life that is driven by the grace of God, that is in conformity with the covenant set out by God.  It is about ensuring that the way we think, speak, think and act reflects Godly living and thinking and speaking and acting.   We know Christ by living lives that are modelled on the life and person of Jesus and that means eradicating those things that are un-Christ-like.    In the other Gospels this is called repenting.  

Conclusion:

There are, then, some key messages in today’s readings for all of us and for our faith communities.  The first is that hardship and pain are fundamental parts of our lives when we respond to an invitation by God to serve him as disciples of his Son Jesus who is our Messiah.  This is because we have to leave behind former ways and have to carry the many crosses that will come our way.  It is much easier to fight back, to strike out and to take the fight to those who misunderstand and persecute us.  That is not the way set out for us today.  We are, instead, to be men and women of faith and get on with our vocations and leave the rest to God.

The second exciting message is that when we live in that way, we will find that God is with us.  We might still have to travel through a wilderness but God is there with us, feeding us, watching over us and leading us to where he wants us to be.  We should not fear the wildernesses in which we will inevitably find ourselves from time to time.  That is as true fur us as individuals as it is for us as a Church.  It is in the wilderness, if we have courage, that we can hear God speaking to us and be directed by him.  The wilderness is not the end.  The wilderness is a place to be re-energized, re-focussed and to be sent back to where God wants us to be.

Then there is the powerful message that Jesus is the Bread of Heaven, the food and drink given to us by God so that we are empowered to share in his divine mission and ministry in the world.  We do not have to seek other foods.  We do not have to seek other resolutions.  We do not have to turn to human ways and rely on human accommodations.  We are to be men and women who live our faith, who not only believe but who live what we believe.  I we are fed by Jesus life will change.  If we seek other food then our lives will be wilderness bound.  God is offering us a new food, a new source of drink.  The world will not always understand that but it is the way of discipleship.

And so to our final point.  We need to repent.  It is no use sitting down under a tree sulking, running away from our baptismal callings simply because the going gets a little rough, uncertain or difficult.  Yes, the way forward for us as a Church is at times uncertain and we face a few hurdles.  We are a Church in the wilderness.  This is why the next few steps are crucial.  We need to sit down in our caves and allow God to speak to us.  His message to us will be the same as his message to Elijah and will be the same as the message of Jesus to us.  God’s solution will not be in the mighty wind, nor in the earthquake, or the fire.  God speaks to us in the gentle breeze and in the act of dying on the cross.  Our way forward is the same.  The Kingdom will only be advanced by the sacrificial ways of God, through our dying to self, through our allowing ourselves to be fed by heavenly food and by a courageous continuing in our callings through the driest and most difficult of wildernesses.  Remember that we do not walk alone and that there is destination towards which we are heading.  All else must remain in the hands of God.  
