
Call Sermon: Good Shepherd, Alexandria, August 8, 2021 
Grace and peace to you from God our father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

"Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you." 

In many good stories, there comes a point where the hero thinks that they can’t go on.  There is that 
moment of utter dread- what if it all totally unravels?  What if Cinderella stays locked in her room, 
mending socks for her evil step sisters?  What if things are just too darn hard and we have to just give it 
all up? 

That moment comes for Elijah. Here’s where we are in the story of this prophet hero.  

Elijah is in danger. Major danger.  He knows he will be killed- powerful leaders are out to get him, all 
because he has done what God told him to do. 

Certainly we would not advocate any kind of religious of violence in our day, now that we are under the 
rule of Jesus, the king of peace.  

But in a different time and under a different covenant, Elijah has faithfully carried out God’s word by 
killing the false prophets in the land- those who worship Baal, not God. And by doing so, he has brought 
upon himself the wrath of Jezebel.  

To this point in the story, Ahab, the king of the land, has been waffling. It seems at points as if Ahab 
might do right and support Elijah’s mission. But now Ahab has told Jezebel what Elijah has done.  Ahab 
has fully turned against Elijah and Jezebel issues a death threat. By this time tomorrow, within 24 hours, 
she will kill Elijah. 

Elijah is at the end of his rope. He runs away. He sits down and begs for God to take away his life. He 
asked that he might die: "It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my 
ancestors." The voice of his own despair is drowning out all other options. I think of Cinderella crying in 
the garden, that she’ll never make it to the ball.  I think of my own early days in this pandemic, looking 
out on an empty sanctuary. I had this strong urge to simply lie down on the floor of the worship space.  
How can we go on, O God? I’m sure you’ve had the same feelings, staring at the wall, not remembering 
what you walked into a room for, and suddenly feeling the dread of it all. 

I know many doctors and nurses who had, and now with these new variants, still have, even deeper 
feelings of dread- how can we keep going?  How can we keep doing this work we are called to do when 
everything seems so hopeless? How can we do our job when it feels like everyone is against us? 

Elijah knows those very depths. He knows that pain. He feels so dejected that he asks GOd to do just 
exactly what he was afraid Jezebel would do to him- to take his life. “It is enough; now, O Lord, take 
away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors.” 

And what does God do?   Does God put him out of his misery? Does God say, sure, Elijah, if that’s how 
you feel, go ahead and give up on the whole thing? 

No, of course not. 



And surprisingly, God doesn’t “fix” Elijah with well-formed advice, or “you’re ok, just brush it off, get up 
and keep going.” 

NO, what God provides Elijah is a simple cake of meal and a jar of water.  

Any parent knows this trick.  You have a cranky kid, and the best thing to do is not to yell at them, or tell 
them to shape up, or coerce them into acting better.  The best thing to do is make sure, first, that they 
are well fed and well rested.  Then, the higher expectations can come after that.  

Or, even simpler than that, I think of my first meeting as seminary graduate with Bishop Mauney in 
Virginia.  I was nervous- where would I go as a pastor, what would I do, try to be properly dignified and 
sit up straight and use all the big words I learned in seminary. 

And what did Jim Mauney do when I walked into his office to discuss these supposedly important 
matters of my first call?   He ripped opened a bag of twizzlers, took one for himself, and then handed 
one to me. Let me tell you- It’s impossible to take life too seriously when you’re eating a twizzler.   

Suddenly this wise bishop reminded me that we’re all on the same page in front of God.  We all need to 
eat.  We all need to drink.  God created us with bodies that all need to rest. 

Abraham Maslow knows this in his famous pyramid of human needs.  In this simple image from 
Psychology classes, physical needs are the building blocks on the bottom.  Food, clothing, sleep, shelter, 
air.  From there we build to safety, love and belonging, and finally self actualization at the top.  But we 
can’t get there without starting with the basics.  A retreat into the wilderness. A simple cake baked on 
hot stones. A jar of water. 

This is the same hospitality that the widow of Zarephath gives to Elijah at the beginning of the story. Do 
you remember that story?  The woman has only enough flour and oil left for herself and her son to make 
a last meal, and then lie down and die.  Elijah asks her to take a leap of faith and share even that very 
little that she has.  She does, and the jar doesn’t run out until the drought is over. 

In today’s story, Twice, God asks Elijah to lie down and rest.  Twice, God asks him to take and eat.   And 
then from there, Elijah regains his strength and motivation.  After that he goes out to the mount of 
Horeb and hears the voice of God - not in the earthquake or the thunder, but in the still quiet voice. 

And again, the word he receives is not “get back to work, work harder and faster”  There, the word he 
receives is to go and pass the baton on to others. God doesn’t command him to d this hard, hard work 
on his own, but instead to share the mantle with his successor.  Eli-JAH goes and calls Eli-SHA to come 
and follow him, to take up God’s work beside and after him. 

 One of the many, many things that drew me to the congregation is your campaign to build a bigger 
table. It matters that you’re on that journey.  It matters that you’ve joined in the words and the mission 
of this new hymn that we’ll sing in a moment-  

Build a longer table, not a higher wall, 

            feeding those who hunger, making room for all. 

            Feasting together, stranger turns to friend, 

Build a broader doorway, all are welcome here. 



On Monday I talked to an intern in Florida, who I’ve been coaching through the summer.  This week it 
was very clear that she had a heavy weight- the concerns over the rising numbers of Covid cases in 
Florida,, the weight of decisions being made about school children going back to school in the fall, heavy 
stories in individual lives in her congregation. 

But, she also had a bit of a lightness to her.  “I just learned something important!” she said to me.  I 
learned how to give myself a compassion break! 

Tell me more, I said.  What does that look like for you? 

Well, I was feeling pretty terrible this morning. I had a bad headache coming on, and a lot of calls to 
make.  After staff meeting, my to do list growing, and I told myself I just needed to power through. 

But, I decided instead I would go and lay down.  And so that’s what I did.  I searched on my phone for a 
short devotion.  I laid down, and started listening.  Pretty soon, my phone dinged.  I wanted to look and 
see who needed what now, but I didn’t.  I let myself lay there and have quietness and God’s love wash 
over me.   

After I was finished, and relaxed for as long as I felt like I needed, she said, I got up and the headache 
had subsided. I looked at my text messages.  9 minutes.  Thats all it had been since Iaid down. It felt like 
God had given me a great gift- I had my afternoon back. And yet, it was only nine minutes. 

If a friend called me and asked if we could talk for 9 minutes, of course I would say yes! Or if someone 
from church told me they needed 9 minutes, I would always give it to them.  That’s such a small amount 
of time- and yet, it felt like such a rare treasure to just care for myself for that short amount of time. 

I don’t know you all well yet. I don’t know what it’s like to live in Alexandria, with so many people 
bustling in to live here, bustling out to work, rushing between things.  But I bet, like it is for me in 
Rockville,  there are some days when it is hard to find 9 minutes to yourself.  And even harder to find 9 
minutes for God. 

I bet there are some days when the journey to speak justice to power, the journey to bring a day when 
there are no widows of Zarepath being asked to give their last meal for their children, the journey when 
there are no coyotes carrying 30 desperate fellow brothers and sisters across the border just for a hope 
for a better life,  

And I don’t know what it’s like for you to live through this pandemic.  But I’m guessing, if you’re reading 
the news I’m reading and looking at the numbers I’m looking at, it feels like there’s a long heavy journey 
in front of us.  

Perhaps there is.  But we’re not the first who have walked through heavy times.  We’re not the first who 
have wanted to lie down and give it all up.   

But we are, each and every Sunday, the first to receive strength for the journey.  As we put out our 
hands, we receive the same gifts Elijah received. A little cake of bread.  A tiny sip of wine.  A 
remembrance of the jug of baptismal water that was poured over our heads.  Given for you. Shed for 
you. Poured out for you. 

‘Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.”  Amen. 


