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1 Kings 17:8-24, Luke 7:11-17


A long time ago, when I first starting really thinking about the idea of a “call”—that is, the idea that God may interact with my life, or the life of a group of people, in a way that invites me (or us) to respond in what I do or where I live or who I am in relationship with—when I first started thinking about call, I imagined it to be a kind of buried treasure.  Searching for a call meant combing the landscape like one of those people who looks for loose change on the beach with metal detector—for a long time, you find nothing, and then all your sensors start beeping and you dig and you find it and then you have a call.  But over time, I’ve come to image call a bit differently.  I think we first detect a call the way in which a bloodhound picks up a scent.  We get a whiff of what God might be nudging us towards, but we don’t really “get it” in full.  So we follow the scent, taking step after step along a trail.  


I’m sniffing along a trail right now.  I first picked up the scent in Africa where I spent two weeks in May.  As those of you who have heard me preach since then know, I had some powerful experiences in communities that seemed to me to be living out the story of Pentecost.   As we discovered when we read the story of Pentecost from the book of Acts two weeks ago, that story talks about how the disciples’ ministry, their expression of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the world, was empowered by the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit showed up as a rushing wind and as flame, and it gave the disciples the power to cross the divisions of language and ethnicity.  As we read on in the story, we discovered that the Spirit enabled them to express the Gospel in their actions as well—they shared their goods in common, ministered to each other, formed new communities.


In Africa, I met some communities that made me think that Pentecost isn’t just an ancient story, a founding myth of the church.  The story of Pentecost points to some very special things that happen when a community is given, and is open to receiving, the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  The worship services in these communities was spirit-filled, but that’s not where it ended.  These churches brought together people who had been divided from each other, and helped them to share resources with each other quite directly, and to minister to each other.  There were not givers and receivers—everyone gave and everyone received.  


I was inspired by my experience with those churches, but also challenged.  I don’t want to make the Holy Spirit an “African thing”.  Now that I know what to sniff for, I want to keep following the scent of the Holy Spirit, out of Kigali, Rwanda, all the way to Columbia, Maryland and on to wherever it leads.  One way I’ve tried to describe this trail is by asking the question:  How can I invite the Holy Spirit into my life and my ministry?  How can I make more space, more room, for the Holy Spirit?


I’ve been thrilled—really thrilled—to discover that a number of you feel engaged by these same questions.  In fact, when our Worship Task Group met to plan this morning’s service, we ended up spending two full hours talking about the Holy Spirit.  We had an incredible conversation, but then I suddenly realized that I had to leave and we hadn’t planned a thing.  In fact, we hadn’t even opened our Bibles to read the scriptures for this Sunday.  I was about to panic when Jack Dunlavey said, “Actually, everything we’ve discussed pertains to this week’s scriptures”.  We looked at the story of Elijah healing the widow of Sidon and Jesus healing the widow’s son and immediately agreed.  These had become Spirit stories to us—not because there was rushing wind or descending doves or speaking in tongues, but because there was compassion and reconciliation and hospitality and healing, and we had come to recognize these things as the signatures of the Holy Spirit.  In light of that, these stories about compassion had become part of the trail we were pursuing.  These stories have things to tell us about how people make room for Spirit, and what happens when they do so.


Elijah has an incredible story—and its one that we’ll get to explore more as the summer progresses.  Do you remember when Jesus went to preach his first sermon in his home town and he ended up offending the congregation so much that they tried to throw him off a cliff?  Well, one of the things that he said that offended them so much was that he reminded them of the story of Elijah and the widow of Sidon, and said that he intended to act just as Elijah did.  So, to better understand this story is to better understand the shape of Jesus’ ministry.  I’ll attempt to give a quick outline of Elijah’s story here, but this really is one to read yourself.  


Elijah was a prophet in Israel at the time that Israel had a pretty weak king.  One of the problems with this King was that he had married a woman named Jezebel who wasn’t an Israelite, and wasn’t devoted to the God of Israel, Yahweh.  She came from the kingdom of Phoneicia, and she worshipped the patron God’s of the phonecian royal house.  Why shouldn’t she?  The gods she worshipped, Baal, the God of rain, and Astarte, the Goddess of the sea and stars, were indications of what had made her Kingdom powerful:  water and celestial navigation.  Worshipping these gods was a way of worshiping her own power.  That’s something that’s very easy to fall into.  And the God of Israel, the god who keeps an ear out for the suffering of the oppressed, the god who is the champion of the weak and the poor, just might not have had the same appeal.


Enter Elijah.  With very little introduction he appears in the story, shouting a message from God.  Until Ahab stops worshipping the wrong thing and starts worshiping the right thing, it isn’t going to rain in all of Israel.  Kind of an interesting way to show who really is the boss of rain in this town.  Things get tough in Israel after that, and they get tough for Elijah too.  Eventually, there is a big showdown between the prophets of Baal and Elijah, and Elijah wins (or rather Yahweh wins).  This could be simply a story of religious war, a story of us against them, a story of that is quickly losing its appeal, losing its usefulness to us in the modern age.  It could be a simple story, but its not because of the story of Elijah and the widow in Sidon.  That story makes Elijah’s story complex, even revolutionary, but we lose that if we take it out of context and read it simply as the story of a great prophet helping out a nice poor lady on his way to get bigger things done.


Here’s the thing:  because we don’t know the geography of the ancient Near East in the way that the original audience for these stories knew it, we might not notice that Jezebel, Elijah’s arch enemy, and the widow, the one whose generosity even in the face of starvation is miraculously rewarded by Elijah, come from the same place.  Sidon, the home of the widow, is one of the most important cities of the kingdom of Phoenecia, where Jezebel comes from.  So, Elijah is saved from starvation by his enemy.  And in turn, when the widow’s son dies, Elijah pleads to Yahweh on his behalf, puts his body right next to the dead boy’s body, and God brings the boy back to life.  That resurrection is, of course, a famous miracle, one that made Elijah a famous prophet.  But when we read the story carefully we’ll see that the boy’s resurrection rests on—depends on--another, deeper, miracle.  The founding miracle of this story is the fact that Elijah was able to have compassion for his enemy.


As I have read and prayed and talked and wondered about the Holy Spirit over the past several weeks, I have been led back, time and again, to the ancient Hebrew understanding of compassion.  The English word comes from the Latin, which puts together two root:  co, meaning together or with and passion, meaning suffer.  So the ancient Latin-speakers had an idea that compassion is related to joining together with someone else’s suffering, not leaving them to suffer alone.  But in Greek and Hebrew, the word goes even deeper—the word for compassion is actually the word for “guts”, for bowels, innards, especially livers, hearts and lungs.  To people in the ancient near east, the bowels were not only the seat of the emotions, but of the personality.  This makes sense, when you think of it.  We talk about “having butterflies in our stomach” when we’re extremely excited about something, and gruesome sights literally do “make our stomach turn.”  In Greek, this word can be a verb—you can have guts for someone, have bowels for them, which is to say, you have compassion for them.


In Latin, Greek or Hebrew, compassion is a connection.  This is not looking at something or someone from a distance and feeling sorry or feeling pity.  Compassion is much more connected than that, more relational.  But beyond that, compassion is a word about making room for something.  This is about finding space in your own body where you welcome in someone else’s pain, someone else’s suffering.  Once we start to see the word that way, we aren’t surprised that Jesus can show compassion—spontaneously, even, as in today’s passage from Luke.  We know that he was able—in life and in death—to stand fearless in the face of pain and of death, not fighting it off or pushing it aside, but opening himself to it, and not being overcome by it.


So many things could have blocked this—


But for some reason, there was opening here.  How?  Desperation…but also trust…and one more thing…physical connection (spirit and body are not separate)…should we be surprised that healing results?  Healing, after all, has been the entire process.


Elijah’s work is continued in Jesus…quite clear that this is his legacy…but somehow we tend to stop it there.  Then, our religious life becomes referential to these people, and obedience to their model.  And that is important.  But it becomes a kind of effort…furrowed brow…feel that we have to do it all. 


With the Spirit, we come to understand that the work is more response-able.

The story of Elijah is a quirky one at time, peppered with strangely vivid details.  I love the description of what Elijah does after he carries the widow’s dead son into his room.  He lays the boy on his bed and cries out to God—not with the level-headed invocation of an experienced miracle worker, but with a gut-wrenching cry against the injustice of the situation.  Then, the story tells us, he stretched himself upon the child three times.  I imagine him there, matching hand to hand, nose to nose, beating heart to silent chest, gut to gut.  What an image of compassion—he literally connected his body with that of this boy, the child of an enemy person, the beloved son of a Phonecian woman, just like the one who he believed was destroying Israel, ruining all he loved.  At a time when he is most separated from these enemies, he finds himself called to connect most intimately.


How is this possible?  We could safely conclude that this is specialized work, suitable for prophets only, if it weren’t for Jesus who was quite clear that we are to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.  Not only did he say that, but he showed it in life and even as he died, praying for the forgiveness of those who had tortured him even as he hung on the cross.  Jesus called us to follow him—not to worship him, admire him, sing songs about him, but to live as he lived and to love as he loved.  But he never suggested that it was possible for us to do that on our own, as an act of our own will.  He promised us that we would have the help of the Holy Spirit—which is to say that he promised us that divine power would be active in our lives, connecting us to others, making space within us for our pain.

I’ve become convinced that IS one of the ways we welcome the Holy Spirit.

Both an end and a means:  it results in healing, but more to the point, it IS healing.
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