Elijah repairs ruined altar
The Introit: So Samuel said to all the Israelites, “If you are returning to the Lord with all your hearts, then rid yourselves of the foreign gods and the Ashtoreths and commit yourselves to the Lord and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.” So the Israelites put away their Baals and Ashtoreths, and served the Lord only.
The Opening Prayer: Lord our God, we come to you trusting that you will accept us as we are, with all our mistakes and weaknesses with which we grieved you in the past days. We know what is right and good and yet we always again succumb to our selfishness and pride and live according to our will. It seems better to us to manage without your help and guidance and we prefer to believe in ourselves only. We gladly listen to alien voices and we are easily led to say words and do things that we later regret. Now we seek you again and we long to be changed. Help us today, we ask, by your word, to find your will and show us the direction and the goal which we should pursue. Help us change what is bad and vain in our lives and devote ourselves to things that will support your Kingdom and glory. Amen.
The Reading: I Kings 18:30-39
The Sermon: Dear brothers and sisters, today we come to the climax of Elijah’s struggle for Israel which took place at Mount Carmel. From early morning the prophets of Baal called on their god. In vain. When the sun began to set down, Baal’s prophets fell silent. No one had answered them. No one had responded.


This in itself was Elijah’s victory, for the people saw that their idol was silent and would not help. And this is often the first step how a man can start to seek the true God. Until we live in illusions, until we are happy with the values which we rely on, we can hardly be led to change our opinion. But when crisis comes and reveals how vain and empty is what we have relied on, then we might start to seek a different God. When we are disappointed, when we get our fingers burned, when our would-be certainties and false self-confidence crumble, then something new can begin.


Elijah calls the gathered Israel: “Come here to me!” And they come. At this moment mere onlookers become active participants. Until now they have just watched. Until now they have silently waited what would happen. But now they come to Elijah. Now they are asked to fill jars with water and pour it out on the altar of the Lord. Three times over! Now they themselves must decide. To come to Elijah and do what he said meant to give up Baal. And at that moment they really gave him up. The Lord won’t reveal himself to disinterested observers nor to scandal-hunting journalists at Mount Carmel; he will give sign to those who seek him. The Lord never gives an unshakable proof of himself to anyone. Instead, he confirms the faith of those who wait for him by his actions.


But before that happens, Elijah repairs what has been forgotten, covered with dust, torn down and destroyed in the long years of unfaithfulness. He repairs the old altar of the Lord. No one has sacrificed there for a long time. He rebuilds it with twelve stones although everyone knows that the tribes of Israel have long ceased to live together but live in two kingdoms. He creates space around the altar which resembles the courtyard of the tabernacle when the people still wandered through the desert. And finally he has 12 jars of water poured out on the altar, similarly to the prophet Samuel when he and the people confessed their sins. And we may understand his actions like this: “If something genuinely new and blessed is to begin in the church but also in our personal lives, we won’t make it happen by just starting over without further ado. On a blank page. If a person wants to begin a new life, he or she must return to where they made a mistake. It is important to acknowledge our past. To repair what has been torn down.” Elijah wants to emphasize: “The new begins by repairing the old.” That’s why the church always comes back to Scripture. That’s why we should confess our sins. That’s why we should remind ourselves of our vow at baptism. That’s why wives and husbands should remind themselves of their marriage covenant. That’s why a nation should remember its past and not draw a line under it. But that is also why coming back is so hard. It means to acknowledge what we would rather forget and what we have perhaps really forgotten. Now Elijah reminds all this to Israel at Mount Carmel with his words and his actions. He goes back to the times of Jacob, Moses and Samuel. He wants to return and pick up where the mistake was made. To continue on the road from which they turned away long ago.


Elijah’s prayer carries the same emphasis. He even appeals to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This is more than just rehearsing history. For Elijah and also for us this is a great encouragement. Our prayers never need to start from scratch. When we call on God, we turn to someone who has already done much for us. Our faith has a history. There is much that it can rely on. It has good experience with God. The Christian knows on whom he calls. Every prayer we pray may begin with thankfulness for what God has done for us. When we realize this, we can pray very differently than if we just pop at God what we want right here and right now.


And that’s another remarkable thing about Elijah’s prayer. He doesn’t want anything for himself from God. Instead, he prays for what God wants to happen. “Let it be known that I have done all these things at your command.” The success of Elijah’s prayer is not in its urgency or in Elijah’s skills or eloquence. God answered his prayer because Elijah asked for what God wanted. It might seem unnecessary to you, to pray for something that God wants. But this is where a biblical prayer differs from all other prayers. Jesus, too, prayed: “Not as I will, but as you will.” And we, too, pray: “Your will be done.” When we as Christians pray, it is not in an attempt to have our wishes fulfilled. Our prayers have a different goal: Accord with God. In prayer we wish to concur with our Lord as much as possible. To identify with his will. To wish and to do what God wants. What happened at Mount Carmel was not what Elijah planned but what was God’s desire and goal. When Elijah prayed: “Let them know that you are turning their hearts back again,” he expressed precisely what was most important to God. God is not uncaring and indifferent. The God of Israel loves his people and longs for their love. And Elijah is great and holy because he understood this, because he risked his life for it and because he prayed for it.


There is another remarkable thing about the sacrifice at Mount Carmel. Elijah prepares everything but God finishes it. All what Elijah does, the rebuilding of the altar, the preparing of the sacrifice, the pouring of water as a sign of repentance, yes, even the gathering of the people would make no sense if God himself did not finally intervene and set it on fire and accepted the sacrifice. There’s no point in speculating how it happened. The story wants to say something else very clearly: “In our actions we may, and we should, count on God’s help.” Our work, our ministry, our effort should be like Elijah’s actions at Mount Carmel. Our task is to prepare many things. To respond to God’s challenges and calling and begin boldly to work. But at the same time we can never do it all alone and manage everything. Our work, our share stops at a certain moment, and then everything is left to God. Often our situation will be similar to Elijah’s. We will risk much for God’s Kingdom: our strength, our efforts, our name, our honor, our property. Some will risk their lives. If God doesn’t help, we run the risk that all our efforts will be in vain, useless, often even ridiculous—just as the dripping sacrifice at Carmel would have been ridiculous if God hadn’t intervened. But, God did intervene! God owns his work.


Faith, however, means that we take the risk. That we go to a foreign land with Abraham, build a ship on dry land with Noah, wait in Egyptian prison with Joseph, go to Pharaoh with Moses, hide before Saul with David, go gather every forgotten grain with Ruth, plead with the king with Esther, build the city walls with Nehemiah, stand up against enemies who outnumber us with the Maccabees, take up the cross with Jesus, enter a pagan house with Peter, walk through the world with Paul, make the gospel comprehensible with Cyril and Methodius, dare to be poor with Francis, hold on to the truth with Jan Hus, care for the dying with Mother Theresa. Perhaps our actions won’t be known in history but God still waits for them and values them just as highly as the actions of the famous. Every one of us can repair or rescue something in our lives, or start something new. And even if they are tasks that surpass our strength and ability, we may believe that God will gladly own what he himself has called us to, what he has led us to, what he has inspired. Amen.
The Prayer after Sermon: Lord Jesus Christ, we thank you that we may count on your help in our work and efforts. Help us give most of our time and energy to things that please you and that you have commissioned us to do. Help us understand your will and carry it out. Amen.
The Prayer of Intercession: Lord Jesus Christ, we pray for all who are going through a crisis in their lives and whose values have crumbled down. May these hard times become an opportunity to seek you. We pray for all who have realized their mistakes and failures and are horrified that they can’t do anything about them now. Help them to find the miracle of your forgiveness and start over, with greater wisdom and humility. We pray for all who carry out your work in this world, for those who are already praised for it and for those who are entirely unknown. Give them strength, patience, courage. And help each of us find our task and mission so we could contribute our share to the fulfillment of your will. We pray for all the suffering, the hungry, the abandoned and the persecuted; help us see them around us and be able to help them effectively. We bring our personal cares and worries to you now in a silent personal prayer. Amen.
The Blessing and Dismissal: “May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our ancestors; may he never leave us nor forsake us. May he turn our hearts to him, to walk in obedience to him and keep the commands, decrees and laws he gave our ancestors. And may your hearts be fully committed to the Lord our God, to live by his decrees and obey his commands.” Amen.
