Elijah stays with a widow in Zarephath of Sidon
The Introit: Psalm 145:14-18 The Lord upholds all who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down. The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food at the proper time. You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing. The Lord is righteous in all his ways and loving towards all he has made. The Lord is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth.
The Opening Prayer: Our God, we remember today the difficult journey of your Son Jesus Christ who sacrificed himself for us at the cross. At that hard moment he had no other strength than what you offer to each of us: a faith in the truth of your word. We too go through many trials and hardships. We feel anxiety and fear, there are many things in our lives that we don’t understand, many things we don’t agree with, and yet we want to be, like our Lord, patient and quietly wait for your help. Your promises are our hope. Participation in your work is our reward. Your commandments are our joy. Our neighbors are a gift from you and your will is our goal and victory. Therefore we wait together for your word. So many times it opened our eyes and hearts for what we did not see and did not love. We ask that all of us could draw from your source of wisdom and truth today. Amen.

The Reading: I Kings 17:1-16

Luke 4:24-26 “I tell you the truth,” Jesus continued, “no prophet is accepted in his home town. I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s times, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon.”
The Sermon: Dear brothers and sisters, last week when we looked at the beginning of Elijah’s story I didn’t know what to do about those strange birds that fed the prophet in the Kerith Ravine. Not that I would not believe that God could take care of his elect in such an unusual way. Something else puzzled me. Why ravens? If they were white doves, we would know right away how to understand it—as a symbol of the Holy Spirit. But ravens? They were unclean birds. An Israelite was not to touch the bird, let alone take food from it. Ravens were symbols of destruction, of God’s judgments and vanity. In other words: Elijah must have been very hungry indeed; he had to overcome his disgust to receive his food daily from those birds.
Our today’s sermon about the widow at Zarephath has an unexpected connection to those unclean ravens. It was also very unusual for a prophet to go to a pagan woman and ask her for water and bread. For Jews did not associate with heathens. They would not enter their houses, they would not eat bread with them, they would not drink their water. And Elijah, who struggled so much against paganism, certainly wished to stay clean and undefiled. But God explicitly commanded him to go to Zarephath. It must have been thoroughly puzzling to Elijah. Why should a pagan woman, of all people, take care of him? Why should he receive good things from her house? But one who was fed by unclean ravens was already desanctified in a sense and might not have been surprised when God sent him to eat with a heathen widow in Zarephath, in a heathen country.

The point of this strange story is, I think, that God uses the unclean ravens to prepare Elijah to meet a pagan woman of a hated nation and to become a protector of her family. The unclean birds are a sign of where God’s ways will lead next. The miracle of the ravens is not an end in itself but is part of God’s wise leading. God wants to show Elijah, and us, why it is so important that Israel does not waver between two sides, worshiping now the Lord, now Baal. This is not about God’s pride or remorse. The point is that Israel, and nowadays also the church, are here so that the entire world might know the only living God through us. It is because of the other nations that Israel must be different. We don’t have the gift of faith for ourselves but for others, for those who do not know the true God. But how can they know him, when even among us God is no more than “something above,” merely a tradition and a habit, merely a consolation for times when nothing else helps? Elijah’s surprising journey to Zarephath teaches us why Israel bears the burden of difference and uniqueness. Israel and the church do not exist for themselves. They exist for others. Elijah is to go to the region of Sidon, to the town of Zarephath, to a pagan widow and eat with her at her table. The horror of it! The purpose of our calling is service and witness to the world.
There is a similar story in Acts. Apostle Peter prays and in a vision sees a sheet containing all kinds of animals. All of them are unclean, forbidden to a Jew. But God’s word is clear: Kill and eat! Peter doesn’t understand and protests. At that moment there is a knock on the door and strangers call to him to go to Caesarea because a pagan centurion named Cornelius wants to meet him. Peter goes with them, all the while pondering what it was that God meant to tell him. And finally he understands. When food is no longer unclean to him, no person on earth may any longer be unclean or strange to him. So he goes against all his habits and moral rules, enters a pagan house and baptizes the first pagan. And at that moment the blessing given to Abraham long ago is fulfilled: “all peoples will be blessed through you.”  We come full circle. Centuries of setting apart and sanctification find their purpose. A believer must be different not because he or she is better but in order to help others and show them the way. This is what God wanted to teach Elijah and Israel, and what he wants to teach us, too.
The widow at Zarephath was in a desperate situation. There was famine, but she was the worst off. We read that she gathered sticks for fire to bake her last bread. That woman was getting ready to die with her son. They had no other option. They had no more strength and no more hope. But God wanted to save the poor woman and her son. He also wanted to take care of Elijah the prophet. And if the raven story is really just a prelude, then we see that God’s wonders and miracles are never meant for the individual and for the selected persons. God wants to extend his help to a wider community. Here: the prophet, the widow and her son. He helps us so we may help each other. Elijah’s faith brings hope to the desperate woman and her last bread, in turn, feeds the hungry prophet. This is what God likes. When one gives to the other. God blesses us when he sees that one gives faith and another gives money, one gives courage and another gives experience, one gives an idea and another gives perseverance. Yes, God helps us but he always helps us in such a way that we can help each other. But woe to us if we want to keep all God’s help to ourselves! When we sell all we get and leave nothing to give out for free!
Elijah comes to Zarephath to give hope to that desperate woman. When he took water from her he showed that he did not despise her. Now he asks for bread. She replies in grief that she has reached the end and is ready to die. Just a last piece of bread for her son and herself and that is the end. Elijah offers: “If you share the last piece of bread with me, I promise to you in the name of my God that you will not die but will have plenty to eat, you and your son, and you will live.” 
It is hard to say what we would have done at that moment. Well, if it was really the last cake of bread, it did not matter much. Perhaps you think that you would trust Elijah at that moment. There was nothing to lose. But how do we know what we would have done facing death? In any case, the woman’s situation is clear. She will either eat and die tomorrow, or she will stay hungry and trust the stranger who says that God wants to help her. Either she will let things as they are, and die, or she will risk the impossible. She will either go her own way, or she will try something that she doesn’t know.

Each of us faces a similar choice every day. In most cases it’s not a matter of life and death. Perhaps that’s why we don’t think about it as much. But in reality we continually choose between what seems inevitable and what is offered by faith. Whether we are getting ready to eat our last piece of bread or the next before last—that is not so important. One day we will die. Our strength and our sources will dry up, no matter how great they may have been, and the only thing left for us will be to leave in sadness. When a man lives for himself only and relies only on himself, eventually he can do no more than eat and die. Or, he can trust the words of an Elijah and share the little he has instead of holding on to it. Give up what he considered his own. That is the moment when wonders and miracles begin to happen. Only when we give up something we learn how beautiful and wonderful life can be. It is a choice we face every day. Every day we choose between selfishness and joy. Between resignation and hope. Between anger and forgiveness. Between our pride and God’s help. Between death and life.
The story about flour that was not used up and oil that did not run dry sounds, in all due respect to the Bible, like a fairy tale. On the other hand, we must admit that what the story depicts perhaps too vividly is part of the experience of faith. For it is true that when we share something, we are surprised to find out that we don’t lack it and that we have more than we thought we would. When we give up something, the loss is often not as great as we expected; often we receive much more back. When we give money to the needy, we are surprised that we don’t lack it. When we give time to someone, we manage to get done more than we thought we would. When we forgive someone and give up something, we find out that we are much happier without it and more at peace than if we kept being angry and judgmental. It simply works. It might not work with flour and oil but it does work with many other things.
There is one condition, however. First you must give it up, like the widow. There is a moment when indeed you have nothing. Not even your last piece of bread. Just God’s promise and faith that God can give us more than we can imagine. God is seeking people who are like this. And we see that he makes no distinction: Israelite or pagan, Peter or Cornelius, Elijah or the widow of Zarephath. God seeks such people and finds them among Israelites and non-Israelites, among church people and non-church people. May God find more people like that among us than he did in Israel in Elijah’s times. Amen.
The Prayer after Sermon: Lord, teach us to give and to give up what we are attached to. Set us free from feelings of helplessness and fear. We ask that many people may benefit from what you have given us.

The Prayer of Intercession: Lord, we have been nourished by your love and presence. But there is much physical and spiritual pain and need in the world. We pray that those to whom you made yourself known might find ways to diminish human suffering and bring people strength and hope. Help us not to complain that we don’t have enough time, money and abilities but to use the little we have so that your work might continue and grow.

We pray that the entire world might know how much you care about us and how much you want to give us, if we just trust you. Together with the entire church that is gathered together in this country today we join in the song of worship of all creation.
The Blessing: Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. (Romans 5:1-5)

The Dismissal: Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way as you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. (Matthew 7:1-2) Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:17-18,21)

