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Prayer for Illumination 

Let us pray: Holy One, your words feed us and your Word frees us. Open our ears today, we 

pray, that we may hear these ancient writings anew. In Christ we pray, Amen. 

 

Sermon (Scripture is indented 4 paragraphs down) 

Elijah is one of the greatest prophets of the Old Testament. He is found by God in the wilderness 

and discerns his call, then almost immediately comes to prominence. He challenges the powerful 

and wicked king Ahab and queen Jezebel of Israel, and tries to tell the Israelites that the new god 

they follow named Baal was nothing but a farce and cannot not stand up to the power of 

Yahweh, the historic God of Israel. 

 

He challenges 450 prophets of Baal to a showdown on Mount Carmel, a clash of the Titans, so to 

speak. Elijah taunts and jeers the Baal prophets because their god does not appear nor show any 

sign. Then Elijah prepares a sacrificial altar, soaks it in water just to rub it in, and calls on God 

who shoots down a pillar of fire that engulfs it entirely. Elijah shows the incredible superior 

power of Yahweh, and ultimately orders that all 450 false prophets be put to death. 

 

When the dust settles after his big moment in the spotlight, Elijah realizes that he is in trouble 

and being threatened with death by Jezebel. I wonder as I read this part of Elijah’s story how 

Elijah expected it all to end? Did he think that people’s eyes would be opened to the error of 

their ways, and he would be hailed as a hero? Or did he expect something else entirely? Either 

way, it clearly does not go the way he expected, because he has to quickly gather up everything 

he has and flee as far as he can. He runs through the wilderness and the only prayer on his lips is 

to God, asking for death. After all, what else can he ask for at this point? He has done everything 

he thinks he’s supposed to do, holding high the power of God, but look where it’s gotten him! 

Listen now how God is speaking to us today: 

 

At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of 

the LORD came to him, saying, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ He answered, ‘I 

have been very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken 

your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I 

alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’ 

He said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for the LORD is about to 

pass by.’ Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and 

breaking rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after 

the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the 

earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer 

silence. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood 

at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, ‘What are you 

doing here, Elijah?’ 



Alone. Anxious. Afraid with seemingly nowhere to go. That is how we meet the great prophet 

Elijah in this morning’s scripture. After what should have been an incredible accomplishment for 

his prophesying, for Israel, and for God, he is running for his life. And then after wandering 

aimlessly for 40 days, he comes upon a cave. With nowhere else to go, no better prospects on the 

horizon, he goes inside to sleep and give up. 

I try to think of how Elijah must have felt as he runs away and wanders through the desert. I 

think most of us have encountered deep fear at some point in our lives. I don’t mean the kind of 

jump fear from watching a scary movie or opening the cabinet and finding some insect with 50 

legs where your Cheez-Its should be, the kind of fear that gets your heart racing and makes you 

alert, but that paralyzing dread that keeps you from wanting to do anything, makes the blood rush 

from your limbs and causes you to go numb. It is in that kind of fear that makes you feel totally 

alone, isolated, and vulnerable. It is that kind of fear that gets Elijah to crawl into a cave. 

Now I did not always intend on going to seminary. Even though I essentially grew up in the 

church, attending every Sunday morning, every choir rehearsal, every children’s musical, every 

youth group event, I thought surely that wasn’t actually where I would end up. No, I thought I 

was going to take on Wall Street or make it big in business. I had some early success in my math 

and econ classes in college and thought that was the road paved for me. I had maybe thought 

about church work as a second career, you know, once I had comfortably retired at 45 and was 

looking for something to do in the next stage of my life. So, like many people my age, I applied 

to entry-level positions in large companies, and like many people my age, I didn’t hear back. So I 

applied to more, and more, and tried to leverage every connection I had, but couldn’t even get an 

in-person interview. Little did I know I was running deeper and deeper into the wilderness.  

I finally ended up getting a job. In a church, working with children and youth, and I really 

enjoyed what I did and who I was around. “But surely this is just an in-between phase for me. I’ll 

work here for now until I can find a job in a corporate world,” I told myself. After a couple of 

years there I decided that I wanted to move closer to family and it was there that I finally I got 

some kind of “business-y” working for a math tutoring company. Perfect, I could use my math 

skills and get my foot in the door in the world of business, work my way up, get experience with 

sales and marketing.” But it very quickly left me feeling empty, anxious, dreading everything. As 

theologian Fredrick Buechner talks about vocation, it wasn’t where my great joy intersected with 

the world’s deep need. It quickly became clear to me that this was not the place I should be and I 

couldn’t stay any longer, but at the same time I had no idea where I was supposed to go, or what 

I was supposed to do. In that frustration and dread I entered my own cave. It was there that I 

could hear that voice asking, “what are you doing here?” 

We studied this morning’s scripture in one of my seminary classes, and the professor stopped at 

this point in the story and told us, “when God is the one who starts asking questions, you had 

better start listening.” And there is no harder question that Elijah can face in the cave than this 

one. Here God is, after sending Elijah out on a mission to prophesy, and he comes back to this 

cave. “Elijah, what are you doing here?” And just in case you missed it the first time, God says it 

again! “Elijah, What. Are. You. Doing. Here??” 



Elijah answers God, offering a factual account of what happened. He lays it all out. “Well, first 

off, I have always loved you,” Elijah says. “But Israel has broken your covenants, and so I did 

the right thing to tell them they were wrong, and now they’re trying to kill me!” But God is 

asking the question and Elijah doesn’t get it. God isn’t asking Elijah how he came about being in 

this cave! God is asking, “Elijah, what are you doing here? I know what Israel has done, but why 

are you giving up?”   

God understands the issue but Elijah is struggling. God is asking the question, but Elijah is not 

listening. Elijah can’t hear what God is saying and can’t see what God is doing because Elijah is 

only listening for what he thinks God should be saying and looking for what he thinks God 

should be doing. So God does what God does and teaches Elijah. God tells Elijah to stand 

outside, because the Lord is going to pass by. 

“Finally,” thinks Elijah, “I am going to see the awesome, protective power of my God!” 

Thinking back to the stories he has heard of Moses communing with God on Mount Sinai, Elijah 

is eager to see the smoke, fire, and earthquakes that Moses experienced, to get some incredible 

wisdom like the 10 Commandments that Moses left with. He gets ready and prepares himself. 

The earth-shattering winds come! But no, God isn’t there. Now comes the fire! But God is not 

there. Then the earth rumbles and splits apart, but God is not in that. God doesn’t appear to 

Elijah with massive, awesome, natural displays of power, bending reality to God’s will. God 

comes to Elijah in the silence. God comes to Elijah in the spaces in between. 

Elijah is looking for awesome displays of power but is greeted with calm. He is waiting for God 

in the lightning but is greeted with a still, small voice. 

I can’t fault Elijah for this error however. Like many of us when we are in our caves with no idea 

where to go,  he was stressed and in despair, looking for any kind of sign from God to show him 

where to go. In my story, I kept looking for thunder, fire, and a bolt of divine wisdom! But that is 

not how God works. God is not coercive, setting everything in place, and all we do is just follow 

the line laid out for us. No, God lets us figure it out, gives us the space to try, hinting and 

offering support along the way. The only problem is that so often we get wrapped up in our own 

preconceived notions that we overthink, get stuck in a circular flow of logic, close ourselves to 

new ideas and interpretations, and fail to just. stop. Reevaluate. 

Elijah was so worked up, so anxious, so sure that he needed some major sign of protection from 

God, akin to what he had seen before and heard of in history, that he worked himself into a 

frenzy, forgetting to ever take a breath. It’s only once he has run as far away as he can, exhausted 

all of his options and completely given up that he finally stops and breathes. And it’s in that 

breath, that silence, that stillness that he can finally hear God. 

It was once I had run completely out of leads, out of LinkedIn job suggestions, out of different 

directions I could imagine going, that I was finally able to sit in the stillness and hear that still, 

small voice. “What am I doing here?” I love teaching, I love connecting with people, I have 

always felt at home and empowered in churches, and I want to continue that. It was God calling 

through the whisper that comforted me and quieted me. And it was the quiet and the calm that 

allowed me to feel that revelation and make the first steps towards seminary and ordination.  



There is a deeper lesson that shines in this morning’s story, and it reveals itself after Elijah wraps 

his face in his mantle and walks outside. Elijah is not met by an angry, frustrated God who rains 

vengeance down on him for running away and failing to go the distance. Instead God is calm, 

God is relaxed. God lets Elijah unload everything that is frustrating him! “Elijah, what are you 

doing here?” God asks again. Elijah responds as he had before, “I have been zealous for you, the 

God of Hosts, and I have done what I thought I was supposed to do, but now I am fearing for my 

life!” There is stress, fear, and a complete and utter lack of hope in his voice, and now that Elijah 

has learned that he can always expect the unexpected from God, he is given his sign of the way 

forward. He is to anoint new rulers in the land, to take on an assistant, Elisha, and proclaim the 

Word of the Lord in the land. He has been renewed, refreshed, and recharged by one of the 

smallest and quietest actions we see from God in the Old Testament, and now Elijah is ready to 

take on his role as one of the greatest prophets. 

Through all of his doubt, fear, and anxiety, God walks with Elijah. God has patience through all 

of the mistakes, missteps, and uncertainty that Elijah takes and that we all take. Psalm 23 

reminds us, “yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will FEAR no evil, 

for THOU art with me.” God gives us the freedom to move, to try. And when we end up walking 

through the darkest valleys, God walks with us, God is patient with us, God comforts us, and 

God abides with us through it all. 

And after the despair of the wilderness and the darkness of the cave, there is hope. The apostle 

Paul writes that we know that all of these challenges produce hope, and hope does not disappoint 

us, because God’s love has been POURED INTO OUR HEARTS through the Holy Spirit that 

has been given to us. 

Our closing hymn today sings this wonderful, powerful promise from God, and I encourage you 

to let the weight of the words sink especially deeply into your hearts this Lenten year, when we 

are all anxious, afraid, wandering through the desert. 

Abide with me: fast falls the eventide. 

The darkness deepens; Lord with me abide! 

When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 

help of the helpless, O abide with me. 

When other helpers fail and comforts flee, 

help of the helpless, O abide with me. 

Our scripture today is much more than a man who is looking for centering and calm in the 

craziness of modern life. It is the story of all of us, who struggle with the calls we have all been 

given, trying to figure it out as we go, and about the patience, the understanding, and the quiet 

support of our God, the help of the helpless. We just need to listen for the stillness.  

Amen.  


