
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
There’s a price on Elijah’s head.  King Ahab’s wife, the notorious Jezebel, has a put contract on 
his life, and now he is on the run.  Elijah, one of Israel’s greatest prophets—who, in the end, will 
be swept up by a conflagration of chariots and horsemen and vanish into the heavens—is, 
ironically today, running in the opposite direction of Israel’s wilderness journey.  This is not 
exactly progress in ministry.  The dejected prophet is crestfallen that his work has come to 
nothing.  Now, like a lost hiker, he is trying to find his way back to the last place where 
everything made sense—Mt. Horeb—where, once upon a time, the LORD God revealed the Ten 
Commandments to Moses.  If Elijah can make it there, he will find relief in God’s presence, as 
well as all the answers to the most pressing questions of his life.  Miraculously, Elijah does make 
it to Mt. Horeb.  But instead of unveiling the answers, God asks him a question instead: “Elijah?  
What are you doing here?” 
 
A little background to the story.  A few days earlier, Elijah had just administered one of the 
greatest—and funniest—divine encounters in Israel’s history.  Elijah had been concerned about 
Israel’s going after other gods.  “If the LORD is God, then follow him.  But if Baal, then follow 
him.”  He sets up a contest with the 450 prophets of Baal.  They would each set up an altar and 
call on their god to consume it with fire from heaven.  When the prophets of Baal tried, nothing 
happened.  Elijah asks where their god might be—meditating?  on vacation?  napping?  reading 
the funny papers in the outhouse?  Elijah then prepares a replica altar, soaks it in water, and calls 
on the LORD, who responds promptly with a torrent of fire from heaven.  And everyone is so 
stunned that they never again go to brunch instead of church on Sunday. 
 
Even more, Elijah must be proud that his prophecies have signaled the end of a long drought.  He 
even invites King Ahab to enjoy his supper on the roof one evening, so that the king may watch 
the clouds gathering on the horizon, before gently soaking the parched earth all around.   
 
But Elijah had also just slaughtered all 450 prophets of Baal after their god proved worthless.  
And when Jezebel—a big Baal fan—finds out, she promises to kill Elijah in the same way. 
 
When we find Elijah today, he is depressed.  Prone to sleeping too much.  He clearly begs for 
death.  Some might even say he’s suicidal:  “O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than 
my ancestors.”  With that, he goes to sleep, perhaps just as convinced that he won’t wake up as 
he was certain that God would engulf the altar with flames.  Though the LORD doesn’t fulfill 
Elijah’s request, an angel does wake him, and encourage him to eat a meal of hot bread and cool 
water.  Elijah takes and eats, but then continues his journey in the wrong direction. 
 
So, that is what this sermon is about.  It is about failure—specifically, failure in ministry.  Failure 
so thorough and comprehensive that it propels you into a flight of desperation where, even after 
you’ve found an angel’s help, you still keep moving in the wrong direction.  But not only is this 



sermon about failure, it is about how when we fail and set to tripping through a wilderness 
searching for an elusive God, that God has already found us.  Before we ever knew God was 
looking for us, God finds us first.  We usually only see it in hindsight.   
 
When I say, “failure in ministry,” I don’t mean merely the failure of ordained ministers, though 
that is certainly part of it.  Recently, the popular preacher, Nadia Bolz-Weber, asked her 70,000 
Twitter followers to name reasons why pastors leave their jobs, and she received a cascade of 
responses.  We’d need a ream of paper to print them all.  So many shattered hearts of people who 
just wanted to do God’s will, but were thwarted at every turn by petty squabbles, threats, 
divisions, betrayals, exhaustion, failure.  How many heartbreaking stories there are of young 
ministers, fresh out of seminary, confident in God’s eternal providence and the conviction of 
their calling, only to be trounced by their first church and sent packing.  Failure.  Where is God 
in all of this?   
 
I once asked a close colleague a generation older than me, How long have you been doing this?  
“Over 30 years.”  Did you ever think about quitting?  “Every day,” he said, laughing, but only 
partly in jest.   
 
You don’t need to be prophet or an ordained minister to know how challenging ministry can be.  
When we are baptized, we are on that very day sent into a life of ministry, called out of our old 
life and into a new life of adventure with a God whose very name suggests this isn’t going to be 
easy.  What is God’s name?  God’s name is “I AM WHO I AM” and “I WILL BE WHO I WILL BE.”  
How many of us struggle in our Bible studies, in the tangle of relationships at home and at work, 
in the flotsam and jetsam of successes and failures, to discern the presence of this elusive God?  
Why could I have felt so close to God once upon a time, while now I wonder where God has 
gone?   
 
We’d be hard-pressed to find a prophet more successful in his ministry to this point than Elijah.  
Call down fire from heaven?  Check.  Defeat the idolatrous Baal worshipers in front of amazed 
crowds.  Check.  Call the end of the drought?  Check.  But things still fall apart?  I suppose Elijah 
thought God would always be on call to do something spectacular.  But now he must wonder 
whether the things he thought were the most impressive parts of his ministry were composed of 
little more than papier maché and Elmer’s glue. 
 
We might even arrive at the same conclusions about Jesus’ life and ministry.  He was very well-
liked for about 2 out the three years of his ministry.  But his enemies finally outnumbered his 
disciples.  His church of 12 abandoned him.  He was unjustly convicted, and nailed to a tree.  
[my god my god…even though he was the exact imprint of God’s very being]  We might say 
Jesus was a spectacular failure, except for the fact that God raised him from the dead and made 
his name to be above every name. 
 
A year ago, as we set out to dream of our church’s future, we were told to expect 
disappointments along the way.  We might find there are ministries we love doing but that we 
have to set aside.  There will be things we want to do that we cannot do or that we cannot do all 
at once.  And there will be missions or ministries that we will try to do, to which we will devote 
energy and resources and prayers, that will end in failure.  And, perhaps, we, like Elijah, will 



come away wondering what all this is for, and why did I waste my time, and I should have 
known, and “Church!  I’m so tired of church!”   
 
And then, just after we have made up our minds to give up, God sends someone to us to say, 
“Get up.”  1 Kings calls her an angel.   “Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much 
for you.”  How God cares for us! 
 
I like to believe, as Elijah made his way to Mt. Horeb, that God was hiding in the wilderness, 
keeping watch over him, and going on ahead of him at the last minute, in order to make it look 
like God had been at Mt. Horeb the whole time.  When, in fact, God was camouflaged as a 
fellow traveler on the road, or as a nomadic shepherd far afield, cloaked and trailing Elijah like a 
curious guardian keeping just enough distance.  Elijah might hear the rustling of leaves, or the 
snap of a twig, but chalk it up to creatures scurrying—when all along God was so invisible and 
so close at the same time. 
 
The Psalmist asked, “Where can I flee from you, God?  Where can I go from your Spirit?  If I 
ascend to heaven, you are there.  If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  If I take up the wings 
in the morning and fly to the farthest sea, even there you follow me, and keep me.  Even when 
the darkness threatens to overwhelm me, the darkness is not dark to you.  Even the night is as 
bright as day to you, and the darkness is as light to you.   
 
Now Elijah had a grand ministry, great success, many followers, multiple services per day, until 
the day he found himself running for his life, and saying goodbye to his life.  But then he found 
that in all the wind, the fire, and the earthquake of his despair and his doubts, there was a fine 
silence wrapped around him, reminding him that God really is alive, quick to move in, around, 
and beside him. 
 
The good news is that in all of our history, all of our common ministry history, in times both fat 
and thin, when we’re full of dreams, but especially when we have forgotten them all, when we 
look ahead with so much hope, and when we look behind to so much failure – when we run, and 
when we lie down, even when we go looking for God in all the wrong places, God finds us first. 
God goes before us.  God is beside us.  God is with us.   
 
Thanks be to God! 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 


