19th Sunday in Ordinary Time (B) 

08/09/2015

The story of the prophet Elijah is representative of all humans: we are neither completely good nor completely bad.  The prophet – one moment – is caught up in the excitement of having succeeded in defeating the prophets of Baal and causing it to rain.  He is said to be in ecstasy and runs without effort before the chariot of King Ahaz.  The next moment he plummets back to earth and continues to fall until he is in a deep depression because he has failed to win over (or defeat) King Ahaz’s wife, Jezebel. 

This imbalance of exulted pride and depressed self-loathing in Elijah doesn’t make him a good or a bad person.  It simply means that he is human.  That is, a combination of the two… as are we all.


The moments of success that most of us achieve are often delightful.  They provide us with a good feeling about ourselves.  They can also offer us a positive image which our EGO can use to reinforce who we understand ourselves to be.  The moments of failure that many of us also encounter are usually painful.  They call into question our goodness, or they are – almost – immediately projected onto others.  We have not failed, we tell ourselves, other people have caused us to fail or prevented us from being successful.

If, however, like Elijah in today’s first reading from the First Book of Kings we practice permitting God (or God’s agent) to wake us from our stupor or snit and urge us to eat and drink, we might also be willing to continue the journey through our depression or ill feelings toward God.

The food and drink that God provides for us is unlike any other food and drink.  They are not food and drink that we can create.  They can only be received.  We might question our worthiness to receive this food and drink.  Others might also question or actually tell us that we are not worthy to eat and drink.  When we practice, however, a willingness to receive the food and drink as a gift, then it is no longer about OUR worthiness that matters.  It is, rather, about the desire of the one who is giving us the food and drink that we eat and drink what is offered to us freely.
There are several ways that we prevent ourselves (or allow ourselves to be prevented) from receiving God’s gift of food and drink.  One we find into today’s gospel story from John.  When we think that we are seeing clearly and without any ambiguity, like those in the gospel story, we usually end up ‘murmuring’ against the giver of the gift.  That is, we – usually unconsciously – tell the giver of the gift that the gift isn’t a gift unless we (or someone in authority) approve it as a gift and the way in which the gift can be received.
Another way is by our holding onto hurts, thoughts, dogmas, likes and dislikes.  We fill ourselves so full that we are no longer hungry and thirsty.  It is only when Elijah actually eats and drinks that he realizes his hunger and thirst.  A third way is demanding life and people to be all or nothing.  That is, life and people cannot be a mixture of good and bad.  Life and people are either all good, or all bad.  The end result of such a way of life is isolation and insulation… we trust no one including ourselves, and without trust relationships cannot form.
Elijah holds onto a sense of guilt and failure.  The agent of God urges him to eat and drink so that he can recognize his hunger.  God also urges us to eat and drink so that we too can experience our hunger and thirst for God.
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