
1

Saskatoon and area Mennonite Pastoral exchange – Josh Wallace at Nutana Park

1 Kings 18.20-21, 30-39 29 







May 29,  2016

“Rebuild"
§1     Things look bleak. 
     In the world according to 1 Ki, things look bleak. 
     In my Bible, 1 & 2 Ki isn’t the most worn out section. I can remember some of the big names, like Solomon and Good Little King Josiah. But there’s a lot of 1 & 2 Ki that I’m unfamiliar with. 
     Maybe your Bible is a bit like mine. Marked up and worn out in the NT. It kind of naturally falls open to the Sermon on the Mount. But these “historical books” in the Hebrew Bible? They don’t get as much attention. 
     These stories are important, though. Jesus knew them and treasured them in his heart. When Jesus is under fire from the religion experts for picking grain on the sabbath, he offhandedly refers to a story about David barging into God’s tabernacle while he’s on the run from Saul. Where is that story? Somewhere deep in the historical books, 1 Sam. Or when Jesus proclaims his manifesto from the Isaiah scroll at his hometown synagogue and the people get angry because he won’t perform for them on his home stage, what does Jesus do? He tells two stories from Ki, one about Elijah and a foreign widow and one about Elisha and a foreign war hero. Jesus knew these stories. 
     We don’t, not nearly so well as he did. 
     Let me tell you, then, that by the time we get to 1 Ki ch 18, things are looking pretty bad. 
     Ki starts out with the glorious story of King Solomon building God’s temple. It’s a party like we can’t even imagine. Picture something like Holy Week at the Vatican coinciding with the World Cup, and you’re moving in the right direction. 
     Still, there’s an undercurrent even here that political posturing by the Crown and the ostentatious wealth are funded by something less than holy, built on labor that smacks more of Pharaoh’s Egypt than the tribes of YHWH. 
     By 1 Ki ch 11, it’s all out in the open. Solomon has sold his heart to other gods, the gods of his allies and their daughters. Solomon’s neglected the instructions and regulations of the freedom God of Sinai and bought into the horses and chariots, the palaces and paradigms of all the other kings of the earth. Solomon even goes so far as to conscript fellow Israelites for his building projects. His throne is in Jerusalem, but he might as well be reigning over Egypt. 
     This does not sit well with God. God sends judgment on Solomon. Civil war splits the Israelites into two nations. The powerful, numerous, and agriculturally rich northern tribes become the nation of Israel. Solomon’s dynastic descendants are left with only the thin soil of the mountains and the foothills and the Dead Sea. This shell-of-what-it-had-been was the so-called kingdom of promise, David’s messianic kingdom, the kingdom of Judah. 
§2     Listen to these words from 1 Ki 16 that set the stage for our story:
In the thirty-eighth year of Asa king of [southern] Judah, Ahab son of Omri became king of [northern] Israel, and [Ahab] reigned in Samaria over Israel twenty-two years. Ahab did more evil in the eyes of YHWH than any of those before him. He not only considered it trivial to commit the sins of Jeroboam [the first rebel king of Israel], but he also married Jezebel daughter of Eth-Baal king of the Sidon, and began to serve Baal and worship him. He set up an altar for Baal in a temple for Baal that he built in Samaria. (29-32) 
     Pause. Reflect on what’s happening. Two generations earlier, Solomon set God’s people back into the king-slave system of Egypt. Next God’s people were divided, split and left at one another throats, literally with spears and swords and siege engines, just like all the other nations. But now this new king, Ahab, has brought worship of the impostor god Baal, storm god, lightning king, right into the heart of the northern nation. 
     Can YHWH really call these people his own people anymore? What’s left of the freedom of Moses, the fire of the burning bush, the fidelity of Abraham? What’s left of the loyalty, the love of David? Anything? 
     If I were God (a scary thought!), I’d cut my losses. Call in the cleanup crew and take a few days off. I’d focus on working with the—sometimes—better nation down south, Judah. Sure, I’d tried to make something good out of this, out of Israel. But they’ve knocked it all down, torn it apart, desecrated what should have been holy. 
     If I were God, I’d walk, that’s what I’d do. 
     Not our God, though. Not our true God. Things look bleak. Things look pretty near hopeless. But God doesn’t wash God’s hands of it. God doesn’t walk out. 
     Instead, God sends a prophet. 
Now Elijah the Tishbite said to Ahab, “As YHWH, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next years except at my word.” (17.1) 
     This is not a good message. This is not good news. This is judgment. No rain! That means no food. That means your livestock suffering, dying off because there’s no water. That means sickness, even death. The national GDP crashes. Your supply chain suffers and you become vulnerable to military attack; you can’t feed the troops. This is not good news. 
     No rain. Three years, it turns out, without rain. That’s what sets the stage for our story today from 1 Ki 18.
§3     Things also looked bleak in central Italy in 13th Century. These were the final years of the so-called Dark Ages. Neighboring cities were constantly at war with one another, or they were caught in the back-and-forth wars between the Vatican and the Empire to the north.
     The church, rather than being a center of peace, gave itself completely to crusades in the east, in the south, in the north, and a budding inquisition to attack “heresy” at home. The church sold its soul, sold its calling to care for the marginalized, sick, and dying, to fundraise for its constant warring.
     Divisions were everywhere: rich versus poor, one city versus another, Christian versus Muslim, Christian versus Christian, pope versus emperor, us versus them, us versus ourselves. Those with any shred of spiritual sensitivity sensed clearly that the end was coming. Things looked bleak.
§4     What’s God to do? The very people who are supposed to be working closely with God, representing God—they’ve lost there way. The church, which is “called to proclaim and to be a sign of the kingdom of God” (CFMP, art. 10)—the church itself has lost itself in wars without and fighting within. What’s God to do? 
     God sends a prophet.
     Listen to this great story from 13th century Italy: 
     [A man] was walking one day by [a] church, which was abandoned by everyone and almost in ruins. 
     Led by the Spirit, he went in to pray and knelt down devoutly before the crucifix. He was shaken by [an] unusual experience. He found he was different from when he had first walked in. 
     As this feeling came over him, something unheard of happened: With its painted lips, the icon of Christ crucified spoke to him. It called him by name, saying, “Go, rebuild my house; as you see, it is all being destroyed. 
     More than a little stunned, trembling, stuttering like someone out of his senses, the man prepared himself to obey. He pulled himself together to carry out the command. He felt this mysterious change in himself.
     From that time on, compassion for the Crucified was impressed into his soul. The wounds of the sacred Passion were impressed deep in his heart, even if not yet in his flesh. 
(Thomas of Celano, Second Life, #10,  http://americancatholic.org/features/special/default.aspx?id=49) 
     This is the story of Saint Francis and the San Damiano Cross. This was the call of God’s prophet in those dark and difficult days. Praying in a little chapel on the road back to Assisi, a road that cut right through the bleak geography of 13th century Christendom, Francis heard Jesus speak to him. 
     What did Francis hear Jesus say? “Go, rebuild my house.” Go. Rebuild. 
§5     Things seem bleak. 
     It doesn’t take much to send us to that place. Personally, it might be just a short conversation in the doctor’s office, or a startling glimpse of the truth someone’s been hiding, or a concerned phone call from the school office about your kid. Suddenly we tumble into a place where it feels like everything is falling down, falling apart, in ruin. Difficulties arise from within: our brain chemistry, our bodies, our relationships.

Or devastation can come from without—job loss, an accident on the road. We look at the decisions of world leaders and local politicians, the decisions of corporations and even church denominations, and maybe we feel that “it’s all falling into ruin.” We feel we’re falling into a new dark ages, where we’ve been blinded to light of beauty and truth by the glow of our Facebook feeds on our smartphones, deafened by the buzz of celebrity gossip and a 24-hour news cycle. 
     Sometimes things seem bleak. We look at a broken justice system, at institutionalized racism. We watch the world convulsing as the our addictions raise sea levels, cause droughts, fuel wildfires. Sometimes it seems that we’re bearing the judgment of the ages. Sometimes it feels God’s walked off and left us alone with this bitter cup.
§6     Maybe you know this story well: Elijah on Mount Carmel. After three years without rain, Elijah calls for a divine showdown, a duel between the gods. The king, his 850 prophets, and the lightning god Baal stand at one end of the field. Elijah and broken down altar stand on the other. 
     I love the drama in this story. The royal prophets, with their regalia and high ceremony, spend all morning and all afternoon calling out, inciting, provoking, begging, pleading with the lightning god Baal to send a single bolt out of the blue to light up the rich gift laid upon the wood of the altar. Elijah stands back, watches, taunts, trash-talks. Nothing happens. 
     Then (and this is the fun part of the story), as the sun sinks low, Elijah the prophet calls the crowd to come close. He rebuilds the altar, places the wood, the sacrifice. Then he ups the ante, he pours jar after jar of water to soak the wood, the animal, the rocks, the dirt through until the altar stands in a great muddy puddle. He prays a simple prayer: “Answer me, YHWH, answer me, so these people will know that you, YHWH, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back to you again” (37). 
     And—BOOM!—the lightning falls, and a fire burns so fiercely that nothing—nothing—is left but ash. And the people fall in worship. “YHWH—he is God! YHWH—he is God!” (39). 
     What strikes me today, though, is v 30, right at the very beginning of Elijah’s time on stage. He calls the people to gather around. And before any thunder and lightning, before even any prayers—listen to what he does: Elijah rebuilt the altar of the LORD, which had been torn down. 
     Elijah rebuilds. Go. Rebuild. 
     The story gives a lot of attention to this rebuilding—far more than it gives to the fire and lightning that usually steals our attention. The story patiently explains in vv 31-32: 
Elijah took twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of the YHWH had come, saying, “Your name shall be Israel.” With stones he built an altar in the name of YHWH. 
     Elijah rebuilds what was torn down, what was being destroyed, what was falling into ruin. 
§7     The story of Saint Francis includes these great scenes where he tries to rebuild the chapel, the physical building where Christ spoke to him. He went on to rebuild much more than just that building. He rebuilt; he brought some measure of healing to a church corrupted by violence and wealth, to the poor cast aside by the rich, to souls chained to pride and conspicuous consumption. 
     But still, I love these stories about him rebuilding the physical church. First, he raids the family textile business, sells some of its finest fabrics and a company horse, and tries to donate the money to a rebuild the chapel fund. When that fails, he walks throughout the city of Assisi begging for cast off building stones, then carries them one by one back to build back up the chapel walls. And he succeeds, placing the stones one-by-one until the chapel is fully renovated. 
§8     If we listen to the lives of other saints, Dorothy Day or Mother Teresa. We find this same kind of steady, arduous rebuilding. One by one. One hungry, jobless person at a time. One nuclear protest at a time. One dying soul at a time. Without the slow, steady activity, nothing would have been accomplished. 
     I keep a Dorothy Day quote above my desk: 
What good can one person do? 
What is the sense of our small effort? 
We must lay one brick at a time, 
take one step at a time; 
we can be responsible only for the 
one action of the present moment. 
But we can beg for an increase of love in our hearts that will 
vitalize and transform all our individual actions, 
and know that 
God will take them and multiply them, 
as Jesus multiplied the loaves and the fishes. 
(Loaves and Fishes) 
     For Elijah the Prophet, placing those stones one-by-one, remembering the God who called the Israelites, all the Israelites to be God’s priestly people, God’s treasure—that was showing the meaning, showing the hope just as much as the thunder and lightning. Without those actions, the lightning and fire would have been meaningless. They would’ve had nowhere to fall. 

These twelve stones--fallen, torn down, but rebuilt—show the truth about God, about the God who’s called us. He is not Baal-Rider-on-the-Clouds. He is not the force of fertility, the sender of rain to be bought off by sacrifice, the lightning-hurler to be appeased by state-organized show. No, God is YHWH, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who is turning our hearts back to him. 
     For Francis, the sermons that made him famous, the orders of monks, nuns, and lay people—even the stigmata, the fleshly marks of Christ—would have been meaningless had he not done the daily rebuilding, stone by stone, leper by leper, moment by moment embracing Lady Poverty. 
     His first biographer, Thomas of Celano, includes this reflection on Francis’ life. It’s great fuel for us as we think about what it means to rebuild, how the fire of God can come to inhabit and make new a society where prophets like you and me have been faithful in rebuilding altars. Or I like how Paul the missionary says it in Eph 2:
In [Christ Jesus, the Cornerstone,] the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by God’s Spirit. (21-22)
     This is exactly what we hear about Francis in his biography: 
     The brothers who lived with Francis know that daily, constantly, talk of Jesus was always on his lips, sweet and pleasant conversations about Him, kind words full of love. Out of the fullness of his heart his mouth spoke. 
     So the spring of radiant love that filled his heart within gushed forth. He was always with Jesus: 
Jesus in his heart, 
Jesus in his mouth, 
Jesus in his ears, 
Jesus in his eyes, 
Jesus in his hands, 
he bore Jesus always 
in his whole body.... 
With amazing love he bore in his heart and always held onto Christ Jesus and Him crucified. (http://americancatholic.org/features/special/default.aspx?id=49). 
   

May we too rebuild the body of Jesus Christ. Amen. 

