
"The Cave, the Storm, the Fire and Beyond" 
by Frederick Lewis 8-9-26 

 
Elijah was the most famous prophet in Israel in the ninth century before Christ. In any roll call of Old Testament 
greats, Elijah is singled out because of his mighty deeds as described in the Books of 1 and 2 Kings. God, for 
example, had given Elijah the power to withhold rain from the earth, and the power to make the rail fall. He could 
call down fire from heaven. And, at the end of his life, Elijah ascended into heaven in a whirlwind that swept him 
up from the banks of the Jordan River. If there was a Time Magazine Person of the Century, it would have been 
Elijah. And yet, the Bible does not keep Elijah raised up on that pedestal. For all his greatness, he also had another 
side. 
 
We see this in today's story, as Elijah-having fled in terror from Queen Jezebel-finds himself on a mountain, 
completely worn out, drained, and trapped in one of history's most famous cases of burnout. We can be grateful; 
the scriptures do not lend themselves easily to hero worship. The Bible tends to give us a fuller picture of humanity, 
hardly ever the purified, sweetened, satanized version of people. Think of David. We are told of his betrayal of his 
loyal friend Uriah and his adultery. Think of the Apostle Peter, who denied the Lord three times before the cock 
crowed. Think of Martha who got irritated with her sister Mary because, she, Martha, had to be out in the kitchen 
rattling pots and pans while Mary sat at Jesus feet. You hear the whole story in the Bible. We see the full humanity 
of people. We overhear their prayers and come to realize their lives and our own are not so very different. 
 
So just how did such a great hero, as Elijah become such a popped prophet, flat out of faith, flat out of courage, 
without the strength or the wisdom to go forward? His story begins with King Ahab and his wife, Jezebel. King and 
Queen. Both had given up on the God of Israel and invited their people to do the same. To turn away from the 
God who had brought the Hebrews out of slavery and given them a new land and formed them together as a 
people... a nation. God had given to them life itself! Yet, as time moved on, the Israelites faced new challenges. 
Life got more complicated, especially in the pull and draw of new attractions and alliances. Jezebel, herself, came 
to the throne with a religion already in her purse... one she found among the Canaanites. And her gods were not 
inconsequential. One in particular, the god called Baal, was believed to be the great storm god, who brought rain 
from the heavens to fall upon the land from which the people's very existence depended. 
 
And, of course, Jezebel was forever trying to palm off her worship of these false gods upon Israel. Yet, Elijah came at 
the right time to confront King Ahab and Queen Jezebel and all their misdeeds and corruptions and injustices... 
the story itself begins a few chapters before our scripture reading this morning. Under God's command, Elijah 
had told Ahab, ... no need to check the weather channel for a while... God was going to close the heavens ... there 
would be no rain in the forecast... at least, until God choose otherwise. The promise of a drought, of course, was 
pretty much the biggest insult Elijah could throw at Jezebel and her god Baal, who was supposed to be the great storm 
god, himself. But Elijah didn't stop there. He challenged all the prophets of Baal to line up (and there were 850 of 
them) on Mt Carmel against 1 Elijah. They each would build an altar, put a sacrifice on it and lay wood underneath. 
Then, all 850 were to call upon their god and Elijah would call upon God of Israel and the god who consumed the alter 
with fire would be the victor. You could guess the odds were pretty much in the favor of the 850. But just to make 
things even more interesting, Elijah doused his alter with water three times and then he called upon the name of God 
and prayed. Fire fell and consumed the sacrifice and the wood, every drop of water in the trench. And when the people 
saw what happened, they fell on their faces and said, "the Lord indeed is God." It was one of Elijah's greatest triumphs. It 
was one of his finest moments. His success only infuriated Jezebel, who stepped up her game in a big way. The queen 
put out a death warrant on Elijah. And Elijah ...fresh from his greatest moment ... turned and ran. And maybe it was a 
smart thing to do, you know put a little distance between you and your problems, but Elijah ran for as long as his legs 
could carry him into the wilderness. The wilderness... the place where the people of Israel found their own place of 
testing. Finally, he came to rest. But when Elijah stopped, he was a different man from the man who had stood before 
the prophets of Baal. The interesting thing is... and again, this all happens before our scripture reading ... Elijah finds 
that he is not alone. God meets him there. Elijah is given food and rest. God is not going to give up on the people of 
Israel. But, for the moment, neither is Jezebel. 

 
Which brings us NOW to today's story. Elijah travels for another forty days and forty nights (sounds like something 
you would find in the Bible...) but when he ends his journey ...this time... he finds himself on Mt Horeb, which is Mt 



Sinai, the place where Moses received the Ten Commandments. In other words, a place of covenant and commitment. 
Yet, by this time. Elijah is too exhausted for any of that. By now his faith has been eroded. His strength was depleted. 
He fears for his life. He hides in a cave. Things have not turned out for Elijah the way you think they should. You 
know, you shouldn't have to run for your life because you try to do something good. You should you be shot to death 
standing on the balcony of the Loraine Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee like Martin Luther King because you're fighting for 
civil rights. You shouldn't be hung to death at the Flossenb0rg concentration camp for opposing Adolf Hitler like 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer. You shouldn't be kept a political prisoner in South Africa like Nelson Mendella. You shouldn't 
die under house arrest in Rome as the Apostle Paul because he wanted people to hear Good News. You certainly 
shouldn't be crucified on a Roman cross, as was the Son of God, because you emptied yourself and loved the world so 
much as to die for it. 
 
So, Elijah's response is understandable. He cries out. "They have forsaken your covenant, 0 Lord; torn down your altars; and 
killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away." 1 Kings 19:1O Of course, not 
only is Elijah facing death; life itself has become intolerable. And the same can be said for the people of Israel, 
God's own people. The world created by the likes of Ahab and Jezebel ...a world of false kings and a corrupt 
empire... chocks off life and draws a world increasingly closed off and isolated and self-preoccupied. There is no 
life in it. And it is killing. 

 
Hugh Mackay, a social researcher, once interviewed hundreds of older adults who grew up during the years just 
before and then after the Second World War. What he discovered was that these folks all said the same thing. 
"Young people today are facing a far tougher world than the one we faced?" Do you think that's true? The frenetic 
rate of change. The loss of community. The corrosive influence of social media. The unwillingness of institutions to 
function effectively. The epidemic of loneliness. It's one thing to know hardship. It's another thing to experience 
what is just cancerous and destructive. It does not produce character... it just eats away at the soul. 
 
So, at this point, the Lord tells Elijah to "go out and stand on the mountain" for the Lord is about to pass by." And 
that's when the wind picks up and begins to swirl and howl and the earth begins to shake so violently rocks 
split in two and there is an explosion of fire that lights the sky and everything is clouded in smoke. Of course, 
you don't have to be a George Lucas or Stephen Spielberg to know something important is happening. When 
you get a rainstorm and wind and a fire and a mountain, well, these represent the ways God has been made 
manifest and God's power has been made known. And yet the scripture says, "but the Lord was notin the wind... nor 
the earthquake... nor the fire... all that remined was an eerie sound... a hushed silence."The King James Version translates 
it as "a still small voice." The New Revised Standard Version "a sound of sheer silence." Scholars debate the 
meaning. Maybe what Elijah experiences is the calm that comes after the storm. You stand there after the rain 
stops and the wind calms down and everything becomes quiet, a kind of hushed silence. There is a sense of awe 
and wonder. Or maybe in the stillness, there isn't a sound or a voice or anything like that but just a steady 
assurance, something that grounds you. In my first congregation where I served as the Associate Minister, our 
Senior Minister had lost his 18 yr old son in a water-skiing accident. Forest Smith. The storm of that 
experience was devastating to him... understandably so... his grief overwhelming... of course... but over time 
and with the support of a congregation and friends... he was able to accept the loss and gradually move 
forward. 
 
He told me once, that the death of his son came like a rushing river that swept him off his feet and pulled him 
under ... he felt like he was sinking... but then he said, "But I found that the bottom was solid." It was not a loud 
voice. It was just a quiet assurance. Whatever the case, something happens to Elijah. He covers his face and 
leaves the cave. He repeats the same sad words as before. I am the only one. It can't be done. There is nothing 
left to do. I give up. But this time. God tells him that he is not the only one. He is not alone. There are others who 
have not abandoned the covenant. 7000 to start with. God gives Elijah some instructions and outlines a set of new 
appointments, including the calling of a new prophet, Elisha and the toppling of a whole set of false kings and 
terrible rulers, where faithful leaders would chart a way forward. 
 
Arthur Brooks teaches a course at Havard University that has become very popular, a course on "Leadership and 
Happiness" where he reminds his students of a very short journey. The journey from the BACK of the brain, where the 
amygdala resides just above the brainstem to the FRONT of the brain, the prefrontal cortex. The amygdala, Brooks 



reminds us, is designed for defense. It is where reaction supersedes thinking. Our programing for flight or fight or 
freeze is stored there. When danger is immediate, as in a car accident or a house fire, the amygdala is essential for 
survival. The prefrontal cortex, however, has a different function. An executive function that serves us in 
understanding and weighing options, considering values and making good, and better and best judgements. Our 
happiness begins when we can make the journey from the back of the brain to the front of the brain and learn about 
imagination and empathy and cooperating with one another... which in turn let's colors and shapes and feelings settle 
into art, expression, imagination, worship and belonging. 
 
From fear and flight to belonging and purpose and connection. Realizing that we are not all alone. Realizing that we 
have things to do. Knowing despite our mistakes, God is not finished with us. We are surrounded by others. And 
knowing that by God's grace, there wonderful, beautiful and worthwhile things that lie ahead. It sounds like a 
church. Doesn't it? An "inclusive community of faith" perhaps. Where we are drawn together by God and called 
into ministry in the Spirit of Christ. A place where children are celebrated and welcomed. Where young people 
and older adults are beloved and cherished. A place where adults can ask the deeper questions of life. And find 
support in their inevitable struggles. Where community is not just about sameness but about valuing differences 
and working together in forgiveness and love towards peace and justice and those things that bring life. Which 
begins with loving our neighbors as ourselves. 
 
It's a journey, too. And not necessarily an easy one. Yet, one that can make all the difference when a community 
is faithful to its Lord, knowing that God is not finished with us, either, nor with the good work of creating and 
redeeming and sustaining a world. It's a journey that calls for faith and courage and commitment. It's something 
Elijah learned not on his best day, but on his hardest day. Amen. 

 


