2010 Summer Series—Elijah and the Widow
I. Introduction

Welcome to our Summer Series of sharing the stories of the Old Testament prophets—or as we like to say it, a summer of prophet-sharing.  And we get to start out with three weeks of stories centered around one of the most well-known of the prophets, Elijah who was undoubtedly the prophet in the best shape because he was always on the run from King Ahab who has the dubious distinction of being the most wicked and faithless king of all the kings of Israel.
II. Scarcity and fear
Opening
Elijah is on the run in this story, too.  The land was suffering a drought… a drought brought on through the words of Elijah as judgment against King Ahab, and his non-Israelite wife.  There had been no rain, the crops had failed, and food had become a precious commodity.  And in such times the first to feel the pain were those at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder… namely, the widows.
Her scarcity vs. ours
It’s hard to even compare ourselves to the widow of Zarephath.  Few, if any of us, have ever been to the point of preparing our last meal.  Most of us have not even experienced life on the terms that our guests have who will be here for Necessities for Neighbors.  But if we back up the story a few weeks or months to when the drought was just beginning, when the widow was afraid of the approaching scarcity, that’s where we can connect with her story.

Not one of us has been free from feeling the gnawing fear of scarcity… “Will I have enough?”  We have felt it in our finances, especially in the last year and a half.  We have felt it in the demands placed upon us.  And we have certainly felt it when it comes to time, the scarcest commodity of them all.
Scarcity and fear
Scarcity and fear go hand in hand.  And when we are afraid we close up.  When we are afraid we lose sight of what’s possible, even with the limited resources at hand.  When we are afraid we want to withdraw and just take care of ourselves.  Congregations as well as individuals can develop that mindset of scarcity, where they want to just “gather a few sticks, prepare their last meal, and die.”

Closing
Fear is a horrible taskmaster how it creeps into your thoughts during the day and keeps you awake at night.  And all the days and weeks and months of fear that the widow of Zarephath must have felt about that approaching day when she would at last run out of food didn’t change a thing about her situation.  Fear made her miserable, but what did make a difference was encountering God.
III. Do not be afraid
Opening
Did you notice what Elijah said to the widow after she told him about her dire situation of having only enough for one more meal?  He said, “Do not be afraid.”  God is going to provide.  Faith is trusting in God, and it is the opposite of fear.  He was telling her that her time of fear was over; God was on the scene; God would provide.”
The end of our fear
Stop and think for a moment and name the fear that keeps gnawing away at the edges of your heart.  Is it about money and how income is not keeping pace with expenses?  Is it about your health or the health of a loved one?  Is it about not having enough time to do what needs to be done… to do what you want to do?  Is it about being alone without friends?
What we are afraid of may vary from person to person, but the emotion of fear is common to all of us.  Keep your thoughts centered on what you fear the most, and listen again to Elijah’s words to the widow:  “Do not be afraid.  God will provide.”
God provides enough
Sometimes God provides abundantly; sometimes God provides just enough.  When the widow went inside her home she did not see a storeroom filled with flour and oil; instead it was her same old canister of flour, and her same small jug of oil, day after day after day.  But it was always enough.  For three years until the drought ended it was always enough.
What does that tell me?  Don’t count on winning the lottery to end your financial worries.  The road to health may be longer than you would like.  You are probably not going to find an entire hour out of every day that wasn’t there before.  Chances are you are not going to be voted “most popular person” when you get back in school next fall.  But what you will have is enough.  Do not be afraid.
When the fear is gone new possibilities emerge.  Maybe financially you do need to downsize, but with the fear gone, downsizing is not the equivalent of failure—It is making possible things that have not been possible.  When the fear is gone we don’t obsess about the friends we don’t have; rather we can focus on how to be better friends with the ones we do have.  When the fear of not having enough time is gone, we can afford to take five or ten minutes at the start of every day and remember the God who has always been faithful at keeping his promises.  

Closing
The little bit of flour and oil that kept Elijah, the widow and her son alive for three years was in some ways not all that big of thing.  But what was huge was it allowed the living life with the absence of fear because they could trust on God to provide (not unlike the gifts we bring for Necessities for Neighbors).
IV. Conclusion

For the widow, the journey out of fear began with offering Elijah the first portion of that last meal she had made for her son and herself.  Our journey out of fear also begins by offering God the first portion of whatever it is that we feel we will not have enough of.  With that gift, our lives begin to change.  Do not be afraid.  God who has already given us his only Son will surely provide for us.  Amen.
