
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Third Sunday after Pentecost:

Proper 4
Year C

RCL

1 Kings 17:8-24)
Psalm 146
Galatians 1:11-24

O God, from whom all good proceeds: Grant that by
your inspiration we may think those things that are
right,  and by your merciful  guiding may do them;
through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and
ever.
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1 Kings 17:8-24)

The word of the LORD came to Elijah, saying, “Go 

now to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and live 

there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed 

you.” So he set out and went to Zarephath. When he 

came to the gate of the town, a widow was there gather-

ing sticks; he called to her and said, “Bring me a little 

water in a vessel, so that I may drink.” As she was go-

ing to bring it, he called to her and said, “Bring me a 

morsel of bread in your hand.” But she said, “As the 

LORD your God lives, I have nothing baked, only a 

handful of meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; I am 

now gathering a couple of sticks, so that I may go home

and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat 

it, and die.” Elijah said to her, “Do not be afraid; go and

do as you have said; but first make me a little cake of it 
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and bring it to me, and afterwards make something for 

yourself and your son. For thus says the LORD the God 

of Israel: The jar of meal will not be emptied and the 

jug of oil will not fail until the day that the LORD sends 

rain on the earth.” She went and did as Elijah said, so 

that she as well as he and her household ate for many 

days. The jar of meal was not emptied, neither did the 

jug of oil fail, according to the word of the LORD that he

spoke by Elijah.

After this, the son of the woman, the mistress of the 

house at Zarephath, became ill; his illness was so severe

that there was no breath left in him. She then said to 

Elijah, “What have you against me, O man of God? You

have come to me to bring my sin to remembrance, and 

to cause the death of my son!” But he said to her, “Give

me your son.” He took him from her bosom, carried 

him up into the upper chamber where he was lodging, 
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and laid him on his own bed. He cried out to the LORD, 

“O LORD my God, have you brought calamity even 

upon the widow with whom I am staying, by killing her

son?” Then he stretched himself upon the child three 

times, and cried out to the LORD, “O LORD my God, let 

this child’s life come into him again.” The LORD lis-

tened to the voice of Elijah; the life of the child came 

into him again, and he revived. Elijah took the child, 

brought him down from the upper chamber into the 

house, and gave him to his mother; then Elijah said, 

“See, your son is alive.” So the woman said to Elijah, 

“Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the 

word of the LORD in your mouth is truth.”
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Psalm 146

Lauda, anima mea
1 Hallelujah!
Praise the LORD, O my soul! *
I will praise the LORD as long as I live;
I will sing praises to my God while I have my be-

ing.
2 Put not your trust in rulers, nor in any child of

earth, *
for there is no help in them.
3 When they breathe their last, they return to earth,

*
and in that day their thoughts perish.
4 Happy are they who have the God of Jacob for

their help!*
whose hope is in the LORD their God;
5 Who made heaven and earth, the seas, and all that

is in them; *
who keeps his promise for ever;
6 Who gives justice to those who are oppressed, *
and food to those who hunger.
7 The LORD sets the prisoners free;
the LORD opens the eyes of the blind; *
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the LORD lifts up those who are bowed down;
8 The LORD loves the righteous;
the LORD cares for the stranger; *
he sustains the orphan and widow,
but frustrates the way of the wicked.
9 The LORD shall reign for ever, *
your God, O Zion, throughout all generations.
Hallelujah!
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Galatians 1:11-24

I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the 

gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human ori-

gin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor 

was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of 

Jesus Christ.

You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Ju-

daism. I was violently persecuting the church of God 

and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism be-

yond many among my people of the same age, for I was

far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. But 

when God, who had set me apart before I was born and 

called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his 

Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among the 

Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being, nor 

did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were already 
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apostles before me, but I went away at once into Arabia,

and afterwards I returned to Damascus.

Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to 

visit Cephas and stayed with him fifteen days; but I did 

not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s broth-

er. In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie!

Then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia, and I 

was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that

are in Christ; they only heard it said, “The one who for-

merly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith 

he once tried to destroy.” And they glorified God be-

cause of me.
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SERMON

I wonder, do you hear voices? I hear voices – all the

time! Sometimes, they’re so loud and intrusive I can’t 

hear myself think. I hear television voices and car radio 

voices and cell phone voices. Everywhere I go, I hear 

voices. Sometimes, the voices are so compelling that I 

forget myself and just go along with them, letting them 

tell me what to think and what to do. Does that ever 

happen to you, or is it just me?

Of course, I also hear more subtle voices, voices 

that tell me what I can expect from the world and the 

people I meet in it. These other, more subtle, voices are 

the least helpful voices of all for they tell us what can 

happen in the world and what cannot. They teach us 

that we can perfectly understand the world in which we 

live, based only on our own shared experience and so 

they blind us to much of God’s activity in the world. 
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I’ve never witnessed anyone raised from the dead, and I

don’t know anyone who has witnessed such a thing. 

The voices tell me that the Bible must be believed, but 

the voices also tell me that such a thing can’t happen. 

What to do? What to do?

Well, we do what we do best – we compromise. 

Generally, we apply our superior understanding of the 

world to explain why there is a difference between our 

experience and the events recorded in the Bible. So, in 

the resurrection story we read from I Kings, we imagine

that the boy wasn’t dead but in a coma or something of 

the sort. Then, we can believe the Bible AND not have 

to challenge the voices which tell us that the world “is” 

as our shared experience informs us. In one stroke, we 

replace miracle with mistake; the action of God within 

our world with a disparaging commentary on the under-

standing of the people of the time. Brilliant.

2



Sometimes, the voices make us into such jerks!

Once we’ve managed to explain away the major 

miracles, we can comfortably settle into a world in 

which there are only explainable miracles. We pray for 

safe travel when our friends and family are away, and, 

mostly, these prayers are answered. Our friends and 

families return safely. We pray for healing and, given 

the state of our medical understanding, mostly these 

prayers are answered, for we survive things that would 

have been a death sentence not all that long ago. What 

we want are manageable miracles – ones that cost us lit-

tle or nothing in terms of faith or peril. Most of all, we 

don’t want God opposing the voices we’ve come to 

trust!

That’s what makes the first account from I Kings so 

humbling. Elijah moved in faith into peril, never mind 

what the voices must have been telling him.
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The word of the LORD came to Elijah, saying, 
“Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to 
Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a 
widow there to feed you.” So he set out and 
went to Zarephath.

In the world in which Elijah lived, a widow had 

nothing, so little, in fact, that her upkeep was com-

manded as a duty of the community.

When you reap your harvest in your field and 
have forgotten a sheaf in the field, you shall 
not go back to get it; it shall be for the alien, 
for the orphan, and for the widow, in order that
the LORD your God may bless you in all the 
work of your hands. When you beat your olive 
trees, do not strip what is left; it shall be for the
alien, the orphan, and the widow. 
When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, 
do not glean what is left; it shall be for the 
alien, the orphan, and the widow. Remember 
that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; 
therefore I am commanding you to do this.1

1Deuteronomy 24:19-22

4



The plight of widows in the time of Elijah was ex-

treme. Of all the people to whom God might send His 

prophet to seek sustenance, the voices of reason tell us, 

a widow was the worst possible choice. So, naturally, 

knowing all this, Elijah set out immediately for 

Zarephath. We call this “a leap of faith”. We contempo-

rary people have, for the most part, lost this critical 

skill. The voices tell us not to, and we all hear voices.

As the story evolves, it appears that Elijah’s leap of 

faith is contagious.

When he came to the gate of the town, a wid-
ow was there gathering sticks; he called to her 
and said, “Bring me a little water in a vessel, 
so that I may drink.” As she was going to bring
it, he called to her and said, “Bring me a 
morsel of bread in your hand.” But she said, 
“As the LORD your God lives, I have nothing 
baked, only a handful of meal in a jar, and a lit-
tle oil in a jug; I am now gathering a couple of 
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sticks, so that I may go home and prepare it for
myself and my son, that we may eat it, and 
die.” Elijah said to her, “Do not be afraid; go 
and do as you have said; but first make me a 
little cake of it and bring it to me, and after-
wards make something for yourself and your 
son. For thus says the LORD the God of Israel: 
The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug
of oil will not fail until the day that the LORD 
sends rain on the earth.” She went and did as 
Elijah said, so that she as well as he and her 
household ate for many days. The jar of meal 
was not emptied, neither did the jug of oil fail, 
according to the word of the LORD that he 
spoke by Elijah.

A widow, in a drought, on the very verge of starving

to death, with a child to look after into the bargain, and 

she fixes a light lunch for a random guy she’s never 

seen before from the last of her food. This story has 

been taught to Sunday School classes since time out of 

mind for the miracle of the jar of meal that never fails, 
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but the actions of the widow are, to my mind, many 

times more miraculous. She can’t know that the jar of 

meal will never fail until she first puts everything on the

line and uses the last of her food to feed Elijah. She 

must exhibit a leap of faith to experience a miracle! She

stepped away from the voices at the very time they 

were speaking most convincingly – she could see for 

herself the level of meal in the jug – and did an act of 

simply jaw-dropping faith. That is what I want us to do.

I want us to have the courage to send the voices packing

and spend the time in communion with our God. 

Not so easily done, huh? Even with the television 

and the radio and the cell phone off, the voices continue

to play in our heads. They're up there. They have be-

come a part of us. We know them. They are like old 

friends. It is time, therefore, to choose. If the Lord is 

God, follow him; if the voices, follow them. Which 
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voices to follow, then? Aye. There's the rub.

We live in such a contentious time, a time where 

seemingly everyone has a different view of how we're 

going to hell in a hand basket. In fact, it seems that the 

only thing we can agree on is that we are going to hell 

in a hand basket. This group wants to ban all abortions. 

That group wants the decision to be with the woman. 

This group is convinced that if we all packed Glocks 

the world would be safer. That group believes that if we

abandon our faith in gun powder, we will live more 

peaceful lives. What we are actually doing is removing 

the focus of our meditations from the awful possibility 

that we, individually, might be wrong and instead fo-

cusing on the much more comfortable examination of 

what's wrong with everybody else. The widow of 

Zarephath and Elijah had no discussion of politics. 

They did not engage the state of the union. They were 
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not missionaries to a world gone mad. They had lunch. 

As Rev. Chuck Summers and First Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) in Auburn Indiana reminded me 

this week:

Your job is not to judge. Your job is not to 
figure out if someone deserves something. 
Your job is to lift the fallen, to restore the 
broken, and to heal the hurting.

Well said, Chuck. Well said. Embrace the require-

ments of your job with the faith of the widow of 

Zarephath. Make that leap of faith, and pray to your 

God, “Thy will, not mine, be done.”

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

As I searched around for a closing thought, once 

again Rev. Chuck Summers came to my rescue with 

this quote from Thomas Merton, the Kentucky Trappist 

monk.

 “Those who love their own noise are impa-
tient of everything else. They constantly de-
file the silence of the forests and the moun-
tains and the sea. They bore through silent 
nature in every direction with their ma-
chines, for fear that the calm world might 
accuse them of their own emptiness. The ur-
gency of their swift movement seems to ig-
nore the tranquility of nature by pretending 
to have a purpose. . . . It is the silence of the 
world that is real. Our noise, our business, 
our purposes, and all out fatuous statements 
about our purposes, our business, and our 
noise: these are the illusion.”

Go into God’s silence with His blessings, for you 

are a delight to him. Beware of the voices to which you 
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give heed. As we part one from the other may the Holy 

Spirit abide with you, strengthening you to bring the 

Gospel into the world, and may you be blessed in your 

journey.
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider

1


	Third Sunday after Pentecost:
	
	1 Kings 17:8-24)
	Psalm 146
	Galatians 1:11-24
	SERMON
	BENEDICTION


