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Sometimes commentators on the North American Christian church will talk as though the
church is a persecuted minority. Sometimes you hear ministers and speakers, and they make it
sound as though we are a hair’s breadth away from the persecutions of the Roman coliseum.
Personally, I think some of this is overstated. Ministers and speakers and pundits always want
to create tension in their readers and listeners, and nothing creates more tension than telling
everyone the sky is falling! The sky is falling!

Still. While | don’t think we are in a season of persecution, there is no question that when
you look at the long-term trends, the church is slowly but surely finding itself being pushed to
the margins. Conventional morality used to orbit around traditional Christian morality. That’s
becoming less and less true. Bible stories and Bible knowledge used to be part of the cultural
milieu. Everyone kind of knew the outlines of the stories of Moses and Abraham and Jesus and
Paul. That’s changing too. And sort of hovering over all of that is the slow steady decline in
church membership and church attendance.

Is the sky falling? No.

Is the church being slowly pushed to the margins of culture? Yes. How does a church on the
margins live? What do we do in this new reality? That’s an incredibly complicated question,
and there are lots of answers, but this morning | want to go to Scripture, to an old story for one
picture of church on the margins.

It’s the story of Elijah and the widow from Zarepheth. It was a really low time in the history
of God’s people. Ahab was King. And he and his wife Jezebel were moving Israel away from the
Lord as fast as they could. He was removing all the Yahweh stuff from his palace and replacing it
with Baal. Worship of the Lord was passe. Baal was the new up and coming god. So all the
former priests and prophets of the Lord were being edged out and replaced by prophets of
Baal. Young hip dudes who knew how to relate to the kids.

Every Sabbath it seemed like the temple courts were more and more empty. This was the
climate in which Elijah the prophet was trying to speak for the Lord. He was trying to bring
people back to the Lord
and it wasn’t going so well. In fact from the beginning of chapter 17 to its end you see Elijah
pushed further and further to the margins.

It begins with famine. Elijah had the unpleasant task of going to the king to tell him that the
Lord was withholding rain from Israel. If Ahab wanted rain he would have to get it from Baal.
The king was not very pleased with this news, so Elijah was forced to flee to the mountains
during the drought. There God kept him alive by sending him water from a small stream and
bread brought by ravens. Then as if things weren’t bad enough, he woke up one morning to
find that the stream had stopped trickling. And as far away as he was from the courts of power,
God sent him even further. “Go at once to Zarephath,” said the Lord. “Zarepheth,” thought
Elijah, “That’s not even in Israel anymore. That’s Jezebel’s home country. That place is the
source of all that Baal worship that I’'m supposed to be preaching against. I’'m being sent into



enemy territory. Lord, Wouldn’t | be of better service to you in a nice middle sized suburban
pulpit in Samaria? Couldn’t | just get married and settle down in nice parsonage somewhere?
You know I'd be a good preacher.” “No,” says the Lord, “I've got A different place in mind for
you. Go to Zarapheth. You’ll be staying with a widow there.”

So Elijah is exiled into enemy territory, into Baal country. There he lives with a widow and
her small child. And God keeps them alive with a jar of flour and a jug of oil that are always low,
but never quite run out. So there they are: three outcasts living hand to mouth, staying in
subsidized housing, in the middle of a God forsaken land. If you want a modern equivalent:
Imagine an unemployed middle aged pastor sharing a one room Las Vegas apartment with a
table dancer and her asthmatic son. Three wrecked souls living on the ragged edge of the
world.

And then if drought and exile weren’t enough one morning Elijah gets up to sound of a
coughing from the child’s room. The son has become sick in the night. He’s pale. His breath is
raspy. The next morning it's worse. The coughing is thin and the child is listless. The next day
the boy’s not talking anymore, and that night he dies. The widow has lost her only hope of
support into her old age. The widow’s existence was marginal. Now it’s a disaster. She lashes
out at the prophet and accuses Elijah of bringing this on her. Elijah has no good answer for the
woman’s accusation. He takes her son upstairs and lays him on the bed. Then he turns to God
and he pours out his frustration on God. “Have you brought tragedy also upon this widow | am
staying with, by causing her son to die??” “Are you finished Lord? Or is there another
catastrophe that could possibly follow me?”

Completely out of options, Elijah throws himself physically on the body of the boy and prays:
“Lord, let this boy’s life return to him.” Here in that upper room, in the country of Baal, with
this dead boy lying in front of him, Elijah is as far out on the margins as he will ever be. The idea
that his ministry and his words could have any power in this world must have seemed
completely laughable. And yet there in the darkness, there at rock bottom, Elijah’s prayer is
answered. The boy sputters, coughs. The color returns to his face. Elijah brings the child
downstairs, gives him to his mother saying, “Look, your son lives!” You have to believe he was
as surprised as the mother.

It is a powerful moment. What does it teach us about ministry from the margins? Three
things | think. First this story teaches us that we are not as important as we think we are. God
doesn’t need our social power to accomplish His purposes. We are called to use whatever
power we are given to serve God and build the kingdom, but God doesn’t need our social
power to accomplish his Kingdom. There is a persistent illusion that lingers in many human
hearts, (especially in the hearts of ministers) it is the illusion of self-importance. This illusion is
most readily observed at large gatherings where people do a lot of public speaking. Like synod
for instance. At a wedding or a funeral or a graduation someone will always be asked to say
something in honor of the occasion. Have you ever noticed that person will - virtually without
fail - speak twice as long as necessary? The speaker will want to squeeze in just one more story
or one more point. Ministers are particularly susceptible to this, which is why synods can be
excruciating. The reason speakers will say more than they need to is that people think they are
more important than they really are. People think that their words will be the ones that will
make the wedding special, their words will be the ones that best sum up the life of the
deceased, their words will be the ones that suddenly make clear to the delegates what we as a



church should be doing. The dark side of the illusion of self-importance is the fear of failure.
People get nervous in these situations because they think that they have the power to mess
things up. We think that if our eulogy is flat, if our sermon is boring, if our point is
misunderstood, we will strike a fatal blow to the happiness of humanity. Whether we think
we’re saving the event or ruining it, either way we’re being self-important. We think it’s all in
our hands.

But in our story, in the upper room at Zarephath, how much power was in human hands?
There is no cultural power. There are no social institutions. There is no wealth. There are only
two discouraged people and one dead boy, and out of that God brings life. That life appears not
because Elijah is a great prophet, and not because he prayed so well. It appears because God is
able to create the world out of nothing, and life out of death. Our hope does not lie in our
cultural power; our hope is in the Lord.

Which brings us to the second thing we learn about ourselves from this story. We learn that
as a church people we rely on miracles for survival. Three times Elijah is in trouble. Three times
the Lord sends a miracle which keeps the prophet going. And each miracle is a clearer and
stronger display of God’s power than the last. In the drought Elijah is fed by ravens. Then in
exile he and the widow are fed by the jar of flour and the flask of oil that never run out. And
finally God gives not only food but life itself when he raises the child. The People of God are
sustained by miracles. We don’t talk so much about miracles any more in the scientific age.

And there two reasons for that. The first reason is that we don’t see many miracles in our day
to day work. And furthermore when we pray for a miracle in the life of a desperately sick loved
one, too often it seems like nothing happens. The second reason we are uncomfortable with
miracles is that we’ve seen too many churches and cults which abuse them. Churches in which
phony healings are performed on stages by men with manicures and expensive haircuts who
ask for our money. And we know that’s not what the church is all about. So we’ve kind of come
to a point where we prefer to talk about the ordinary miracles.

We talk about the miracle of birth, the miracle of spring, the miracle of a sunrise. But those
aren’t really miracles. They are wonderful signs of God’s providence, but they’re normal. They
follow the regular patterns of nature. There is nothing supernatural about them. To say that the
church is sustained by miracles means more than this. It means having a firm confidence that
God has, God does, and God will do supernatural things for the sake of His people and for the
sake of his kingdom. From the birth of Isaac to Elijah in Zarapheth, from Daniel in the Lion’s Den
to the Virgin Birth of Christ, from the resurrection of Jesus to the miracle of Pentecost, the
whole history of the church is built on the foundation of God’s miraculous acts.

| still remember a sermon my former colleague Mike Abma preached years ago during the
Easter season. He preached it the year after his Dad died. He was talking about Easter power
and the resurrection and in the middle of it he kind of stopped and he said, “You know, until my
Dad died, | don’t think | really realized how much we depend on the resurrection. Standing at
the grave of my dad it hit me how much is about the resurrection. We work hard to keep fit and
keep our body going. We work hard to change the world and build the kingdom. But despite all
our exercise, death comes. And despite all our attempts to make the world a better place, sin
and misery stick around. Without the resurrection, without God stepping in and saving my dad,
without God reaching down and saving this world, we have no hope.” Mike is right. We are a
people sustained by miracles.



There is one more thing that we learn about ourselves from this story. And it has to do with
our role as servants of God in the world and our priorities as Christians. This story is the first of
a series of similar miracles throughout the Bible. We don’t have time to do it now, but you
should pull out your Bible this week and compare this story to the story of Jesus raising a
widows son in Luke 7. The two are remarkably similar. They speak to us in the same voice.
Both have a widow and her son, both involve a similar reaction to the miracle, and in both
miracles the child is handed back to his mother. After you have finished doing that, look up the
story of Peter raising Dorcas in Acts 9 and the story of Paul raising Eutychus in Acts 20. All of
these stories have strong similarities. When you read one of them the others are meant to
come to mind. When you take all of them together you get a path, a trajectory, a picture of the
church’s role in the world. In each story the Church of Christ stands in the face of death and
speaks words of life. In all these stories the people of God enter the dark lair of evil one and
there they sow seeds of life and hope. When we see a burned out prophet, on his knees in a
dark and dirty room, pleading to God for the life of a small, poverty-stricken, gentile child, then
we have a picture of where the church belongs in this world. We have a clear picture of where
the seeds of hope are sown and where the new creation takes root.

We as a church should have our pot luck suppers, our expensive socials, our talent nights,
our ball teams, and our golf leagues. These are all part of being a church. But we are most
ourselves, we find out who we are, when we go to the dark places where death has a foothold,
and shine the light of the new creation through our words, our help, and our prayers. Who are
we? In | Kings 17 God shows us the church stripped down to its essentials. We are the church of
Jesus Christ who was dead, but is now alive. We are ordinary people, we are carried by God’s
miraculous power and we bring life into the world’s dying places.
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