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Irrational Abundance

1 Kings 17:8-16

As the father of two young girls, I have been hauled into more than one battle over who owns the “rights” to some toy, book, or chair. The girls aren’t doing that to me so often lately, because they already know what coming to me will involve. I will sit them on my lap, or I’ll get down with them on the floor. And I will ask that they look into my eyes as I explain to them yet again something along these lines. “Girls, you are looking at this world as if it is a world of scarcity. But it is not a world of scarcity; this is a world of abundance.” And, if for no other reason than to get away from the theological babblings of their father, they either work it out on their own or decide that it wasn’t worth the fuss to begin with. I had no idea whether they believed me or not whenever I would tell them that.
The other day, Sarah, who will soon be 4-years-old, returned home from a wonderful play date with one of her friends, who is not a part of this congregation, by the way. That night, as I was asking her about her time at her friend’s house, Sarah looked up with those wonderfully innocent eyes and said something that made me realize that she does listen every now and then. She talked about the things they played with, and then she said, “Daddy, I kept telling her it was a world of abundance and she kept on doing it.” Though she never gave me all the details, it seems that Sarah was fascinated with some toy that the other child wouldn’t let her play with, and even the sure-fire announcement that this is a world of abundance had not helped.

I guess I should have told her, and Rachel too, for that matter, that the idea that this is a world of abundance—that there is enough for everyone—will not be met with universal enthusiasm. No, most of us—including myself—are more accustomed to hearing that there aren’t enough resources to go around and that we better take care of ourselves because no one else is going to do it for you. You know the script well:  pay yourself first; look out for number one; there’s not enough for everyone, so get your slice first, and don’t worry about how big your piece of the pie is. To speak of abundance in a world convinced that it is marked by scarcity is to number yourself among the irrational; it is to line up alongside those who utter such absurd claims as enemies should be forgiven and the stranger should be welcomed. I really should have warned Sarah and Rachel about that before sending them out into the play date world which is certainly not ruled by a theology of abundance.
A little irrationality can sure shake things up, can’t it? In December of 1996, near the end of an after-dinner speech, then Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan uttered two simple words that rocked the economic world:  irrational exuberance. Do you remember that? If you look back to your 401-k statements from a decade ago, I suspect that would jar your memory. The mere suggestion that our exuberance about the valuation of our assets was not based on fact but bordered on irrationality sent the world spiraling into economic chaos, and it has taken years for things to get back to a new sense of normal.

When I look at this story that we read from First Kings, I can’t help but wonder if this burst of irrational abundance that Elijah interjects into the widow’s world—and into ours as well—has the power to shake us to the core of our existence. In other words, can Elijah’s pronouncement of irrational abundance affect our lives as positively as Greenspan’s pronouncement of irrational exuberance did negatively?
I need to warn you. This story has gotten under my skin, and it has pierced me as few others have.  And, what’s more, I am convinced that you and I need to stand under this word long enough today to consider whether we have bought into the wrong system without knowing it. This story, in other words, forces us to ask whether we have really put our trust in God or not, or whether we believe that faith in God is enough to go on.
Right from the beginning, the prophet Elijah is shaking things up. From the first time he opened his mouth in this book of Kings, Elijah has put the king of Israel on notice. His very name—Elijah—is a term of defiance, because it means that “My God is the Lord,” which is as good a way as any of saying to the king, “and you are not.”  As one commentator points out, the prophet was living among “kings who managed budgets and worried about taxes, who were committed to notions of scarcity and were swimming in anxiety about the lack of ‘enough.’”
  By the time our story rolls around in chapter 17, this anxiety about their not being enough is ratcheted up by the reality of a drought, making it a real anxious time about whether there would be enough resources to go around.
In the midst of this anxiety, the word of God comes to Elijah:  “Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed you.”  So, you and I know something at the beginning of the story that seems secure. God has promised the prophet that he will be cared for.
But press the story a bit more and some things become less certain. First, Elijah is being sent outside his normal life to a dangerous place to be cared for by an outsider, and we quickly learn that her resources are gone. She is an unnamed widow—living without a man in a decidedly patriarchal society and was as vulnerable as she could be. She is poor and she is living in a society that has no social security plan to take care of people like her. All she has is a son, but we learn that he is about to die because she has just enough food left for one small meal, which they will eat together and then wait for death to come. This is the woman that Elijah is sent to meet? This is the one we are told will feed Elijah? Have you ever heard anything as absurd in your whole life? Talk about irrational.

But, before we have had time to register that comment as the most irrational we have ever heard, Elijah utters something even more unthinkable. Even though the widow has just poured out her whole awful story of death, Elijah speaks a radical word that overturns her whole story:  “Do not be afraid.”  And then he goes on to say something even stranger, “The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day the Lord sends rain on the earth.”

Do you see what the prophet has done? He has “announced a reliable God-given abundance to this woman who had nothing”
 and who hoped for nothing but death and everything about the picture changes. And, right there before our eyes, a miracle plays out, a miracle in which she gives sacrificially of what little she has and then finds that there is more than enough. That is what Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann suggests is the essence of the Christian gospel, which is none other than answering the call to “leave the fearful world of scarcity and to practice the world of abundance in quite concrete ways.”

And that’s where this story has taken hold of me so strongly as I have prepared for this sermon, and I simply can’t help but hear it in connection to my stewardship of what God has entrusted to my care. I have come to realize that I have been mired in the world of scarcity and have failed to place complete trust in God’s ability to provide.

And so, as I stand in the presence of this unnamed widow who gave first—who gave sacrificially—and who placed her trust in God’s promise to provide, I have come to the awareness that I have not fully left the fearful world of scarcity. I worry like you about how much more we can adjust the budget with gas prices being what they are. I worry like you about how much we must pay in property tax and income tax and social security tax and whether or not there will be any money left in the system when I need it. And yet, when I get right down to it, I know that we could give more of what we have away, and I am making the commitment today to do that, and I hope that some of you will join me in that pledge.

I guess what I’m saying is this:  When I die, I hope my girls through the midst of their tears (which should be ample) will be able to say, “You know, I never had a clue what he meant when he would tell us that this is a world of abundance when we were little. But I’ve come to see that’s why he gave so much.”  What they may not know, however, is that it took an unnamed widow to teach me that, which proves (and don’t you dare tell them) that even a daddy listens every now and then.
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