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Elijah was depressed.
I’m not talking about feeling a little blue or having a bad day.  He was suffering from full-blown, clinically diagnosable depression.  All the signs are there.  He felt sad, lost, hopeless and empty.  At Beersheba he left his last friend behind, preferring to be alone.  In the wilderness, all he wanted to do was go to sleep and never wake up.  “Enough,” he told God. “Take away my life.” 

That is depression.  Elijah had entered into a darkness so dense that death seemed the better alternative.

Who could blame him?

As the prophet of God, he had confronted Ahab, the king of Israel, and declared a famine upon the land.  During the drought, he had been forced to flee because Ahab had searched for him, determined to kill him.  Then God sent Elijah back to the king to accuse him of abandoning the commandments, of leading his people way from the one true God in favor of Baal, the god of his wife, Jezebel.  And even after he faced off with the 450 priests of Baal, even after having shown them to be prophets of a false god, even after the people repented and the prophets of Baal were vanquished, Jezebel was still queen, and she had taken an oath to kill him.  “May the gods strike me dead if I have not killed you by this time tomorrow.”  No wonder Elijah was afraid.  No wonder he ran.  As he told God when he reached Horeb: “I’ve worked my heart out for you, but your people have abandoned your covenant, demolished your altars, and killed your prophets.  I’m the only one left, and they want to kill me too!”
No wonder Elijah was depressed.  It was as if nothing he had done really mattered.

Now it will come as no surprise to you that the story of Elijah’s flight to Mount Horeb is a favorite of preachers.  But it is not because we like the narrative.  It is because depression is common among us.  According to a study out of UCLA, about 5 percent of the general U.S. population suffers from chronic depression with a larger percentage suffering occasional bouts.  For clergy, the numbers are higher.  A 1999 study of Southern Baptists estimated that a third of their clergy and staff suffer from depression.  A 2001 report out of Duke University said that 10 percent of us are clinically depressed while 40 percent are depressed some of the time or worn out most of it.  A 2002 study in the Evangelical Lutheran Church found that 16 percent of its male clergy and 24 percent of its female clergy suffered from depression.  Given those numbers, many clergy identify with Elijah.  We believe we are zealous for God but find too often that people ignore God’s word or that our own Ahabs and Jezebels prosper.  Too often we look back over our ministries and feel as if our efforts have been futile.  And like Elijah, we want to run away, to find some Horeb-like sanctuary where we can lament our troubles, tend our wounds, read our books.

But what might surprise you is that congregations can be Elijah-like as well.  We probably don’t use the language of depression to refer to them, but the reality is not all that different.
A friend of mine had been pastor of a church in Kentucky for some time when he was asked to describe it when he first arrived.  The term he used was “dejected.”  Its members had striven mightily to serve God, but they saw no fruit from their labors.  The membership had not grown.  Finances were an ever-present challenge.  Their neighborhood continued ued to deteriorate.  Members had not only turned inward, some had turned on each other.  Some talked about giving up; others closing down.

As a church, they were depressed.

Another example.  Third Church was aptly named.  It was on its third pastor in 10 years.  Each came with abundant energy, exciting plans, great hopes.  Each left broken and discouraged.  Oh, they tried to put a positive face on it.  They said they were leaving for a bigger salary or to be closer to family, but the people in the pews knew the truth.  They knew that there was an 800-pound gorilla on the church board, and she didn’t like the ideas these pastors brought, the changes they wanted to make.  And if she didn’t like it, it didn’t get done.  Now they were on their fourth interim pastor, fourth congregational survey, fourth search committee, and all for what?  Some openly asked, “Why bother?  What’s the point?”  Others quietly disappeared—choosing “Face the Nation” to facing disappointment, preferring another congregation to more frustration.  Many of those that remained just didn’t have the energy left to do anything else.
As a church, they were depressed—as broken and discouraged as their former pastors, as broken and discouraged as the Prophet Elijah.  

The fact is such corporate depression happens all the time. And yet what are we to do?  There is no Prozac for parishes.  We can’t spike communion with Cymbalta.  How then are we to respond?        
Let me suggest that the right prescription begins by reaffirming God’s purpose for us.  The cloud begins to lift when we are reminded that this is God’s work regardless of the results.

That was what Elijah found.

As you have heard, there on Mount Horeb God commanded Elijah to rise from his hiding place in a cave and stand before him.  But what we seldom notice is that Elijah doesn’t do it.  The prophet is so depressed, so overcome with despair, that he won’t even follow God’s orders.  Instead, he remains in the cave as the great wind blows and the earth quakes and the fire burns.  All the pyrotechnics are for nothing because Elijah refuses to rise from his stupor and face the Lord.

It is not until he hears the low whisper, or what has often been translated “a still small voice,” that Elijah finally, apparently intrigued, wraps his face in his cloak, goes out and stands at the entrance of the cave.  And there, once again, God asks, “What are you doing here?”   God wants to know why his prophet, the one sent to declare judgment on Ahab and Jezebel, the one sent to face down the prophets of Baal, the one sent to restore the people to faith is  hiding out on Mount Horeb.  God wants to know why he isn’t doing what he had been called to do.

And all Elijah can do is whine.  “Nobody listens to me.  Nobody likes me.  I’ve worked my tail off for you, God, but nothing’s changed.”  

One might expect God to tell Elijah that it will all be alright.  One might expect God to assure the prophet that he would be with him.  One might even expect God to have compassion on Elijah and tell him to rest.

But what does God say?

God says, “Go,” which I think translated from the Hebrew means, “Get over yourself.  Get off your duff, go down the mountain, and go to work.  Go, do the job I gave you to do.”

As on writer puts it:  “God lifts Elijah out of his self-indulgent victimhood by commanding him to go and anoint [the new king.]”   God gets him beyond his moping by giving him a mission.  He changes his perspective by renewing his purpose, by reminding him that he is the instrument through which no less than God is working.

Think about some other folk who have been there.  Clustered in a darkened upper room in Jerusalem, the earliest followers of Jesus had to be depressed.  They had hitched their wagon to Jesus, and now he was dead.  The time they had spent with him appeared wasted.  Their   hope that he was the one to restore Israel appeared misplaced.  Shock, grief, fear and anger mingled in their minds.  All they really wanted to do was steal away, hide out, forget.

But into their darkness, the Risen Christ shined.  Yes, they were overjoyed to know that he was alive, but he would soon leave again.  But rather than collapse into depression, Jesus reminded them of their mission.  He reaffirmed their purpose—to proclaim “repentance and forgiveness of sins,” to “go and make disciples of all nations”—is what sent them back into the world.
Today, churches with a clear sense of purpose have no time for self-pity and depression.  

Nowhere is that clearer than in new church starts.  New congregations do not begin with the assumption they will be “all things to all people.”  They begin as a mission to serve a particular ethnicity or neighborhood.  Or they come into being as an alternative to the worship style or theology down the street.  Or they are committed to a particular type of ministry, maybe to families or the unchurched.  Because they are clear about their purpose, because they are as a community committed to it, they are too busy to sit around bemoaning the results or worrying about the future.  They don’t have time to be depressed.  There’s work to be done—God’s work.

Maybe it is just me, but my sense is that we here at First Christian Church have been a bit blue lately.  The vote not to use Permanent Endowment money to hire desperately needed staff and the doubts many have about raising the money elsewhere have left us at a loss.  While leasing part of our plant to the charter school has been positively received by most, it has increased stress in some corners as we relocate the day school and Sunday school classes.  Add to that stress drops in attendance and the deaths of some of our great saints and it is easy to see why we might be dejected.  
It is also easy to see how, amid all that, we might lose a sense of our purpose.  In all the discussion, it can seem as if our mission is to maintain this building or glorify the past.  It can seem as if our reason for being is preserving the day school or staging Boar’s Head.  It can, at time, appear purpose is to keep people happy and money coming.

But our purpose is greater.  God has called us to this place and this time.  God has given us a mission—his mission.  I believe it is to nurture the lives and faith families, to help families grow together emotionally and spiritually.  But the only way we will fulfill that purpose and be lifted from our doldrums is to “go”—to stop worrying about ourselves and our future, to stop hiding in the comfortable cave of familiarity, to stop mourning the loss of a by-gone day, to stop trusting in our bank accounts rather than God and start doing what we can with what we have.  The only way to fulfill the purpose God has given us is to move beyond moping and into mission, to embrace the calling God has given us.

That is a challenge.  No question about it.  But can you imagine anything more exciting?

