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Did you hear Elijah whining?  Nobody else does it like their supposed to!  They’re not doing it right!  I’m all 
alone!  Oh poor me!   
 
Josie read us the story of Elijah running away from the potential of being killed.  For context, here’s what the 
scriptures explain in the chapter before this one.  Ahab, who is out searching for food for his livestock, hears 
that the Prophet Elijah is nearby.  He goes out to find him: 
 
17-19 The moment Ahab saw Elijah he said, “So it’s you, old troublemaker!” 
“It’s not I who has caused trouble in Israel,” said Elijah, “but you and your government—you’ve 
dumped GOD’s ways and commands and run off after the local gods, the Baals. Here’s what I want you to do: 
Assemble everyone in Israel at Mount Carmel. And make sure that the special pets of Jezebel, the four hundred 
and fifty prophets of the local gods, the Baals, and the four hundred prophets of the whore goddess Asherah, are 
there.” 
 
20 So Ahab summoned everyone in Israel, particularly the prophets, to Mount Carmel. 
 
21 Elijah challenged the people: “How long are you going to sit on the fence? If GOD is the real God, follow him; 
if it’s Baal, follow him. Make up your minds!” 
 
Nobody said a word; nobody made a move. 
 
When the people were called out for their behavior, they did nothing.  When given the opportunity to act on 
what they say they believe, or to make their faith the center of their lives, they do nothing.   
 
So Elijah challenges them to a contest to see whose God is greater.  Each group would offer a sacrifice, and 
whichever God burned up the offering first would be shown the greatest.  Guess what?  Elijah’s God, our God, 
showed up. 
 
Now the losers were angry so they went after the person who showed them the error of their thinking.  Because 
somebody had to be responsible, and they didn’t want it to be them.  That would feel icky. 
 
Elijah hightailed it out of town, and exhausted, landed in the desert under a broom tree.  A good place to hide?  
Well, it would keep the weather off of him, but there is no place to go to hide from your boss.  When you’re a 
prophet, God is your boss.   
 
God is everywhere, so there is no hiding from God. 
 
God’s messenger encouraged Elijah to eat – to take care of himself – and to pull himself up by his bootstraps – 
very Yankee, no? – and get back at it. 
 
Elijah whined… he had been working for God, trying to get everyone to follow the covenant.  But alas, they 
have not.   
 
They have torn down altars to God, not worshipping the one true God.  You shall have no other gods before me.   
 
They have murdered people.  You shall not murder.   
 
Elijah whines to justify himself:  I’m all alone.   
 



Clearly he was not alone.  God’s messenger and therefore God was with him. 
 
It happened again, after Elijah traveled on and hid in a cave, and finally God’s message got to him and he 
listened to the instructions – get back in the ring!  Go fight for me!  Keep going!  Persist! 
 
We too can hear that message.  We are tired.  This church thing is exhausting because the culture is not 
bolstering or privileging church participation.  Church has become an afterthought, or worse, has allowed itself 
to fall silent about or refuses to speak in a language understood in today’s world about how God’s laws are 
beneficial to a society.   
 
As an aside, I am of the opinion that much of that rejection is founded in people’s fiercely independent 
American mindset – “freedom” above all else.  But we do know that life following God actually leads to 
freedom – that was our Lenten series.   
 
Today, God’s laws are not attended to.  There is unkindness, selfishness that leads to violence, “give me what I 
want when I want it,” fear and lack of trust in God’s intention of Good for all that God created to be good and 
very good.   
 
The message for Elijah then and us today is this…: "Listen,…, you need to get back to work; I have things I 
want to accomplish, and you're the instrument for getting them done!" 
 
Get up, eat something, hit the road again.  No need to whine – God is here.  Tell people the story of God, what 
God has done for this church, for you personally.   
 
If Elijah got discouraged at one point and even gave up, it's not surprising that we might do the same thing. It's a 
blessing, then, that other voices intervene, however powerful, however small, and call us back to who we are, 
whose we are, and what we are to be about.1 
 
So who are you, SHCONG?  Whose are you, and what are you to be about? 
 
This is a church that welcomes all, worships God, grows in faith and love, and speaks for justice, peace and the 
environment.   
 
How will that story be told here in Southampton?  A healthy body will carry the story across the desert, through 
the dry places, all the way from here to Damacus, as Jesus instructed the man whom he healed in the Gospel 
text today. 
 
Today we might call the man’s affliction “mental illness.” This sounds an awful lot like untreated schizophrenia 
to me – the violence, the need to be bound for his own protection and others’, the many voices speaking inside 
his head. They had no treatment for this in Jesus’ day. To exile and bind him was likely a mercy. 
 
But Jesus wasn’t content to let this torment him any longer. Whether you prefer to call this demons or mental 
illness, it is clear Jesus wanted to set the poor man free. Jesus made it a practice to approach the 
unapproachable, to heal the unhealable, and to love the unlovable.  
 
Now, you might think that the townsfolk who had been plagued by the presence of this man filled with demons 
would be happy that he was finally healed. But the healing came at a cost. The demons were cast out of the man 
and into swine, who promptly ran off a cliff. Ok, so it could be a bit disconcerting and inconvenient to lose the 
swine. But maybe there’s more going on here. 

                                                
1https://www.ucc.org/weekly_seeds_deep_down_questions?utm_campaign=ws_june23_19&utm_medium=email&utm_source=united
churchofchrist 



 
There’s an interesting phenomenon (called co-dependence), that when one ill person becomes well, it sends 
those around them spinning out of control. People in relationships are like a baby’s mobile. Over time, all the 
people learn their roles in keeping the mobile stable. When one person in the family system changes, even when 
it’s from illness to wellness, the whole mobile is thrown off balance. As human beings are drawn to keeping the 
status quo, often families work hard to steady the mobile, even if it means keeping the sick person sick. Because 
at least the sickness is familiar, and they have learned how to cope with it. Wellness is a whole new ballgame, 
and everyone has to learn new roles, which can be jarring and uncomfortable. 
 
This town was a well-balanced system. The demoniac was sick, crazy, tormented, but at least they could keep 
him in chains. They knew where he was and where he wasn’t. They knew that the man would suffer in this way 
until his death. But all of a sudden, Jesus blew into town and changed everything. Now the man was healed – 
what in the world would they do with him? All the townsfolk already had their roles and their system was 
balanced. Would they give him a job? Could they continue to exile and bind him, now that he was in his right 
mind? Besides losing their swine, they now had to learn new roles. They had to learn to care for this man in 
ways they never had before. The whole nasty business shook them to the core. 
 
People might like the status quo, but Jesus does not. Jesus has no problem throwing us off our game. Jesus 
won’t stand for complacency. There is always work to be done, more to learn, new systems to conquer.  
 
Whenever we find ourselves spinning out of control, we might ask ourselves, “What changed? Can I learn to 
live with the new reality if the new reality is healthier than the old? How can I reposition myself in the system 
so everyone can live healthier? What can I learn about the new situation and my role in it? How can I adapt?”2 
 
This church was a well-balanced system.  Society and thus, members of society, changed.  The world changed.  
And the balance is upset. 
 
Now it is time to find a new balance.  A new status quo.  Fighting against the change does nothing more than set 
the mobile moving even more.   
 
The new balance can only be found when the members work together to push a little less over here and a little 
more over there so that equilibrium can be found.   
 
We have the responsibility, if our faith actually matters as we purport that it does, to act on behalf of God and 
God’s church, to “Eat something, because [we] have a difficult road ahead of [us].”  God is calling this church 
to “Go back through the desert…” 
 
It is our responsibility to find the new equilibrium by listening to God’s call to this church, to do the work that 
God calls us to, even if we would rather run off to the desert and take a nap under the broom tree.    
 
And then, we will have the privilege of telling the story of God’s amazing presence, guidance, and goodness.  
We will get the chance to tell the story of resurrection shared in the story of Jesus’ painful experience that put 
death to shame.   
 
And we will get to tell the story of how God resurrected our hearts and spirits to become a healthy body of 
Christ, the hands and feet of God, who join together to be the United Church of CHRIST, making God’s love 
and justice real for all people.   
 
May it be so.  Amen.   
 
                                                
2 RCL Resource, 2018-2019.  https://clergystuff.com. 


