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Politics, they say, makes for strange bedfellows.

That certainly seems true.  How else can we explain then President George W. Bush, a conservative Texan, partnering with liberal Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts draft and pass No Child Left Behind.


Or how else might we explain former presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton traveling around the country together raising money to help with Katrina cleanup and the earthquake in Haiti.


More recently eyebrows were raised when the pro-choice Barak Obama selected pro-life Rick Warren to pray at his inauguration.


Certainly these were strange pairings.


Yet they are probably no odder than the two characters in our reading from First Kings—Elijah and the widow of Sidon.  

Elijah, of course, is a prophet of God.  Earlier in this chapter, he shows up in the court of King Ahab to declare God’s judgment over Israel--a result of Ahab’s inglorious reign.  In fact, the author of First Kings says, “Ahab did more to provoke the Lord…than all the kings of Israel who were before him.”  That’s saying something because from the time of Solomon the kings of Israel had been pretty lousy.  In their effort to grow or protect the kingdom, they had “formed religiously syncretistic alliances.”
  In other words, they married foreigners as a way of sealing alliances with other countries.  

In the case of Ahab, his father had arranged his marriage to a Phoenician princess named Jezebel.
  And so when Ahab comes to power, one of his priorities is keeping her happy.  And, as you know, when the Queen ain’t happy ain’t nobody happy.  To do so, he builds a temple of Baal, a place where she can worship the Phoenician version of the Canaanite gods.  But doing so is more than an attempt to please Jezebel.  It is, we might say, a sign of his religious tolerance, a way of saying, “You’re gods are at least as good as ours.”  That is a far, far way from the commandment, “You will have no other gods before me.”

But it gets worse. Jezebel is not content to retire to her temple.  She spreads her religion with evangelistic fervor, importing prophets of Baal, supporting them with tax dollars, and seeking to eliminate “every vestige of Israel’s traditional faith.”   She has the altars of Yahweh torn down and his prophets killed.  Loyal adherents are driven underground.
  

Into this religious-political snake pit walks Elijah, declaring God’s judgment.  He says that because of Ahab’s rejection of God a drought will come upon the land, a drought so severe there won’t even be dew in the mornings, a drought so long that the king’s men will have to forage for fodder just to keep their horses alive.  It is Elijah’s way of poking a finger into the eye of Jezebel’s fertility gods.  After all, they are the ones she believes water the land and give it growth.  


Needless to say, neither queen nor king is amused.  And so Elijah must flee.  First God sends him to Cherith, where ravens feed him and a brook provides water.  But in time even the brook dries up, and so God sends him to Zarephath, “in the region of Sidon.”  That doesn’t mean much to us, but Sidon was Baal’s home turf and the future home of Queen Jezebel.  For Elijah it means living behind enemy lines.  It would be like Abraham Lincoln visiting Scarlett O’Hara at Tara. 

And there he meets the widow.  

In Scripture, widows are stock characters.  Like orphans and foreigners, they almost always represent the poor, the vulnerable.  They live on the fringes, always in danger of manipulation or abuse.  And so it is with the widow of Sidon.  But she is worse than the rest.  Not only is she poor, she has a son to feed, a mere child to which she had nothing to offer. On top of that, she isn’t even an Israelite but a pagan, a worshipper of Baal.

Do you see what I mean about strange bedfellows?


He’s a Jew; she’s Gentile.


He’s a powerful prophet; she’s a nobody. 

He’s a passionate defender of Yahweh; she bows before Baal.


He’s a man for whom God has provided; she and her son are down to their last biscuit.


He’s fleeing the law to live; she’s waiting to die.


And yet, here they are.  The strangest of bedfellows.  The oddest of couples.  Thrown together by God.

But why?  What’s the point?


May I suggest that both of them, like all of us, are learning to trust God daily?

Take Elijah.  His prophetic ministry is, in some ways, just beginning.  And what is to come would not be easy.  He will again have to confront the king and the king’s potential wrath.  He will soon face the 400 prophets of Baal in a contest of gods.  He will be forced to flee the rage of Jezebel, who swears an oath to kill him.  He will collapse under the stress, reaching a point of despair so great that he will ask God to take his life.  He will feel so lost, so lonely, that he will lament that he is the only faithful servant of God in all of Israel.


Elijah has much left to do.  He has obstacles to face that you and I can hardly imagine.


And the widow?  


Her life is even worse.   So meager are her resources that when she encounters Elijah she is gathering a few sticks for a fire.  Over it she plans to bake her last morsel of bread, split it with her young son, and then wait to die.  She knows it is all over save the pangs of perpetual hunger and the agony of watching her child starve to death.  And the fact that the prophet asks her to provide a morsel of bread adds insult to injury.  He is asking not for leftovers, not for a part of a larger whole, but virtually everything she and her son have.  He is hastening their deaths.  

Ultimately, both Elijah and the widow are fragile.  Neither the mighty prophet nor the frail mother can survive on his or her own.  Both must learn to trust the Lord daily.  Both must come to believe that God will provide.  


That is why God sends Elijah to the widow.  He must trust that God can and will provide through this woman.  And that is why God promises the widow that if she will trust his word and will do as the prophet asks “the jar of flour shall not be spent, and the jug of oil shall not be empty, until the day the Lord sends rain upon the earth.”  Both are being invited to place their faith in God. Both are being asked to depend upon God to provide.  Both are being challenged to trust God, even for daily bread.  

Together, prophet and widow learn that the Lord will provide.


I don’t know about you, but I find such daily trust a challenge.  Oh, we can believe that God has forgiven our sins.  We can believe that God is somehow working out his greater purpose in our lives.  We even trust that someday, at God’s call, we will join all those saints who have gone before us in faith.  But it is harder to trust God for daily bread.  


We are a people who have come to depend on ourselves and our resources.  We celebrate our independence.  We imagine that we need no one.  And yet, the truth be known, we are as frightened as the prophet and as fragile as the widow.  We look at the world around us—conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, rising tensions in the Middle East and the Korean peninsula, drug war bleeding over our border with Mexico, an environmental disaster in the Gulf, political uncertainty within our borders—and we can be overwhelmed.  Like Elijah, we are tempted to despair, to fear what the future holds for ourselves, our children, our grandchildren.   We look closer to home and see our jobs endangered, our investments declining, our businesses struggling, our hope failing.  And, like the widow, we can feel helpless.


And yet these are the times in which it is most important to act not by calculation or in certainty but in faith.  In doing so, we, like Elijah and the widow, will learn to trust God daily, to seek from him bread for the day and hope for tomorrow.  In doing so, we will discover that God is not an abstract concept but, as Jesus suggested, the Father who gives good gifts to his children.  By acting in faith, by going where God leads and doing that which he asks, we will learn that he may not provide all we want or desire but his jar of daily blessings will never be  spent and the jug of his bounty will never be empty.  We will learn that he will provide all that we really need.
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