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In an older Peanuts comic strip, the autumn season is clearly upon the gang. Charlie Brown finds 

poor old Linus out in the pumpkin patch yet again. As he approaches Linus, Charlie Brown asks, 

“Still waiting for the Great Pumpkin?” 

 

“Uh huh,” Linus replies as he asks, “Where have you been, out for tricks or treats?” 

 

“Yeah, I got a whole bag of junk,” says Charlie Brown. “Do you want an apple?” 

 

“Thank you,” says Linus, taking the apple. “If the Great Pumpkin comes, I’ll put in a good word 

for you,” he assures Charlie Brown. 

 

“If?” asks Charlie Brown. 

 

“I mean when,” says Linus trying to recover. 

 

In the next frame, Linus finds himself alone in the pumpkin patch again as he says, “I’m 

doomed! One little slip like that can cause the Great Pumpkin to pass you by!” 

 

The next morning, Lucy approaches Linus as he’s fast asleep in bed, asking him, “Well, how did 

it go last night?” 

 

Waking up, Linus says, “No so good. I sat out there until four o’clock in the morning but the 

Great Pumpkin never came… I almost froze to death.” 

 

Lucy responds, “I guess a pumpkin patch can be pretty cold at four in the morning.” 

 

Laying his head back down on his pillow, Linus adds, “Especially when it has been chilled with 

disappointment.” 

 

Living Out Love; Transforming Lives: 

 “SHARING NOTHING” 

1 Kings 17:8-16 

Rev. Elbert Paul Dulworth 

 
First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

In the final set of frames, Linus is outside yelling to the sky, “Oh, Great Pumpkin, you’ve let me 

down again! I’ll never believe in you again! Never!” As he begins to walk away, Linus suddenly 

turns around shaking as he says, “Don’t listen to me. I don’t know what I’m saying.” 

 

It’s sometimes hard to have faith, isn’t it? 

 

Preceding our scripture lesson this morning, King Ahab of Israel has married Jezebel of Sidon 

and she is now queen. The people of Sidon, including Jezebel, were worshippers of the 

Canaanite god, Baal. The King of Israel had erected an altar to Baal in the northern town of 

Samaria and began to worship this foreign god. 

 

The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary reminds us that Baal was the storm god of the 

Canaanite people. When Baal brought rain to the land, there was life on the earth. Without rain, 

there would be drought and death.1 

 

As the King of Israel is engaging in worship of this other god, Elijah, the prophet of the Lord, the 

God of Israel, shows up on the scene and tells the king that there will be a drought in the land. 

This is a test for Israel’s God. If there is no rain, then Baal would be considered dead, and future 

rain and life itself would be the result of Israel’s God.2 Giving such devastating news to the king, 

Elijah immediately goes into hiding at God’s recommendation. While in hiding, God provides a 

flock of ravens (unclean birds by kosher standards) to feed him and care for him by the river. 

Soon, however, the river dries up from a lack of rain in the land. 

 

Elijah finds himself on the run again. This time, the Lord tells Elijah to go to Zarephath in Sidon 

(Jezebel’s homeland), where he will find a widow who will feed him. This is not the type of 

place that a prophet of the Lord of Israel would desire to hang out, but Elijah goes as he is told 

and encounters the widow of Zarephath as she is gathering up some sticks. At first, he asks her 

for a drink of water. As she starts to fetch him some water, he says, “Hey, could you bring me a 

morsel of bread as well?” 

 

At that moment, however, something sets off inside this poor widow. Perhaps it’s her son back 

home who, along with this widow, is starving as a result of the drought. Elijah is not a native to 

Zarephath. It was one thing to bring him a drink of water, but quite another to bring him the last 

morsel of bread that she has left in her home. In fact, she doesn’t even have a loaf made yet. She 

has just enough meal, or flour, in a jar and oil in a jug to make one last meal. She was gathering 

sticks for a fire to bake some bread for herself and her son. After eating it, she knew they would 

die because there was nothing else left for them. She tells Elijah her story and seems to really let 

him have it for asking for so much. Just who does this foreign prophet think he is? 

 

Elijah encourages this nameless widow to go and do as she had planned, but asks that she first 

make a small cake and bring it to him so that he might eat it. After that, she can make something 

for herself and her son. Well, at least he’s persistent, right? Elijah assures her that the God of 

Israel will make sure that the jar of meal and the jug of oil will have enough in them until the 

Lord (not Baal) sends rain down upon the earth. 
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This widow had nothing to offer the prophet, Elijah. She didn’t even know the Lord of Israel. 

She and her people had worshipped Jezebel’s god, Baal. Yet, in faith, she goes home and does as 

Elijah asks. And sure enough, she and her household ate for many days. The scripture says, “The 

jar of meal was not emptied, neither did the jug of oil fail, according to the word of the Lord that 

he spoke by Elijah.”3 

 

Last week, we heard the story of a faithful widow who put her last two copper coins into the 

Temple coffers. This week, however, the widow of Zarephath wasn’t even a believer in the Lord, 

the God of Israel. She was a Gentile whose people worshiped a different god altogether. Even 

still, God had moved in her heart that day to care for Elijah. With a small offering of flour and 

oil, barely enough for one meal for two people, God provided for Elijah, the widow and her son 

until rain fell again upon the land and life was abundant once more when this widow decided to 

share what appeared to be nothing at all. 

 

Two years ago as I walked the Camino de Santiago across northern Spain, I stayed in a variety of 

hostels along the way. Most days, I paid whatever the set fee was for my bed for a night. It might 

have cost anywhere between five and roughly fifteen euros on most nights. If I ate out for dinner, 

it was usually somewhere between ten and twelve euros. Every now and then, however, there 

would be an albergue, or hostel, that was set up on a “donativo,” or donation, basis. In addition 

to my bed for the night, they would often provide a great community meal and even a worship 

service to feed our souls. 

 

In the first “donativo” where I stayed, someone explained that they didn’t expect anything from 

us. There was no charge to stay. They relied solely on our donations, but knew that some could 

give more and some couldn’t afford to give anything. They believed that the hospitality they 

offered was their gift to pilgrims regardless of anyone’s ability to pay. They would also say, 

“Your meal and bed are already covered because yesterday someone else gave so that you might 

have a place to sleep and good meal. What you give will help to care for the next pilgrim who 

comes tomorrow, so that there might always be a meal and bed here for those who are travelling 

this path.” 

 

On those nights, I found myself giving more than I would when I paid a standard fee. I knew that 

whatever extra I gave helped to provide a warm bed and a good meal for the next pilgrim. They 

gave me the opportunity to trust that tomorrow’s expenses would be covered for someone else 

because of my gift today. I generously shared what I had so that someone after me might 

experience the grace and welcome that I had felt on those nights. 

 

As we look ahead to the coming year, we have begun to name some priorities for our ministry 

together. Realizing that someone invited each of us to this journey of faith at Birmingham and 

Berkley First, whether it was a friend, a parent who made you come to church, or someone in the 

pew who made you feel welcome, we want to grow in our outreach to the people of our 

communities. Encouraged following our Embark event in September, we realize that we need to 

be more focused on creating those times and places for others to join us on this journey of faith. 

 

If our mission at Birmingham and Berkley First is “to gather, nurture, and equip disciples of 

Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the world,” we recognize that it is important for us to 
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provide the opportunities for us to “gather” people together. In a sense, this is the heart of 

outreach for us. Through our outreach, we move out into new territories to invite new people to 

the faith journey. We create welcoming opportunities for new faces in our midst. 

 

Recognizing this priority, we have begun to reorganize some of our staff so that we might keep 

this focus to “gather” disciples of Jesus Christ for “ministry and mission in the world.” Mary 

Feldmaier has added outreach to her work to assist us in creating more gathering ministries 

where we might invite people to join us on this faith journey. These experiences move us beyond 

simply inviting people to worship. It’s a lot easier to invite your friends and family who may be 

unchurched to a picnic with food, fun, music and games than it is to invite them to join you for a 

worship service where they don’t always know what is expected of them. 

 

We have also noticed that we need to grow the “nurture” opportunities that we offer for people 

as they come to our church. In the coming year, we are hoping to make some staffing additions, 

including some clergy staffing to help us to create more opportunities for adult education and 

faith formation. We may have plenty of opportunities for those who want to go deeper in their 

faith journey, but we want to provide more growth opportunities for adults and families that are 

just beginning their faith journeys, as well. 

 

Finally, we are intentionally adding some more capacity to our support for missions that we 

might continue to “equip disciples of Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the world.”  

 

In addition to staffing changes and priorities, we have also made some budgetary priorities in 

each of these areas as we refocus our staff and our work on fulfilling our mission together. 

Throughout the past several months, we have been asking our staff to dream big about what God 

may be calling us to do together in the coming year. We are also anticipating that the 

FORWARD survey, Listening Circles and leadership summit in January will continue to help us 

to identify other key areas for growth and goals into the future. In the spring, as new goals begin 

to be outlined in greater detail, we want to empower our staff as well as the leadership of our 

church to continue to lead us to achieve the vision and goals that are set before us. 

 

As a result, our preliminary estimates indicate about a 6.7%, or about $200,000 overall increase 

for our budget in the coming year so that we might make these objectives a priority for us in 

2018. Increasing our outreach to our communities in order to gather disciples; growing our adult 

education and faith formation program that we might nurture disciples; and expanding our 

mission capabilities as we equip disciples. We exist to “gather, nurture, and equip disciples of 

Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the world.” That is our focus as we realign our staff and 

our resources to fulfill this mission. 

 

I wonder what the widow thought as she went home to make the cake from the last bit of her 

flour and oil for Elijah. I wonder if she thought that perhaps he was crazy. Or did she think that 

she had nothing left to lose since she could starve either way? Yet, as she made that cake and 

looked back up in the cupboard, she found enough flour and oil to continue baking bread as long 

as there was a drought in the land. 
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At Birmingham and Berkley First, we’re committed to living out love and transforming lives as 

we embody our mission together. This month, we are all considering how we’ll participate in the 

ministries of the church through our financial giving in the coming year. The faith of the Gentile 

widow, who did not worship the Lord and had no need to care for Elijah, challenges me. Elijah’s 

faith to go into a foreign land and rely upon God to work through others challenges me. As I 

consider my offering, will I trust that God can fill my jar of flour and jug of oil? Will my giving 

transform the lives of others? I’m sure that it could. Will I give…will you give…will we give 

that our own lives might be transformed as well in our giving? Perhaps that’s the widow’s gift to 

us even today.  

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Seow, Choon-Leong.  The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. III.  Ed. Leander E.  Keck et al.  (Nashville:  Abingdon P, 

1999), 126. 
2 Ibid 
3 I Kings 8:16 (NRSV) 


