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A Fine Failure


	When we gave our children Bibles today we all thought that was a good idea.  But there are troubling and confusing stories in those Bibles, and this is one of them.  If our children read those stories and study the Bible we will have some questions to answer.  And one of those questions is what is wrong with Elijah?  In this story we see the great prophet run for his life and hide under a broom tree.  Longing for his own death he says, plaintively, “Enough is enough!  I’m done.  Take my life.  I’m no better than the prophets who came before me.”
	This doesn’t make much sense.  Elijah has just won the grand slam of prophetdom.  He had predicted a drought, and didn’t rain, and then when he prayed for rain, it poured.  He challenged the priests of Baal to a fight and he won.  If prophecy could be compared to sports, Elijah has just been named the MVP of the World Series, the Stanley Cup, and the Super Bowl all at the same time.  I don’t know about you, but I would expect to see him panning for the cameras, doing interviews and strutting around Jezreel.  
Instead he runs away to the desert, and asks God to let him die.  What’s happening here?  This is the football star crying in the locker room after winning the big game.  It’s the CEO hiding in the lady’s room after a successful deal has gone through.  We expect Elijah, at the height of his powers, to relish his strength.  Instead, he’s hiding in a cave of despair, depression and isolation.    
Jezebel had promised to not go down without a fight and she was after him.  And Elijah was afraid.  Something about her opposition triggered a deep sense of failure in Elijah.  He’s like Wiley Coyote chasing the Road Runner when he so focused on his pursuit that he chases Road Runner right off of the cliff.  This is the moment that Wiley Coyote sees that he is hanging in mid-air – yikes! And he goes crashing to the ground.  And we find Elijah, first under a tree, and then in a cave, afraid and disheartened.  He is exhausted and full of despair.   After all he has put himself on the line and although he won the battle against the false gods, he hasn’t won the war.  There is a price on his head.  The people Israel have not thrown out the pagan cults introduced by Jezebel.  Elijah is among the few true prophets left.  Although Elijah appeared successful, in the privacy of his own soul he feels worthless.  In his view he has given it his all and has failed.  He tried every trick in the book, and Jezebel still seems to be winning.  And adding insult to injury, he must surely realize in this moment what a joke he must appear – the great prophet of Israel hiding.  At a moment of great testing his faith failed. 
Failure – we’re not comfortable talking about it or acknowledging it.  The pain of failure isn’t so much that we have failed.  But that others might think of us as a failure.  It’s not failing itself that is hard.  It’s the public shame and humiliation that accompanies it.  But we all know that failing is part of life.  It’s part of learning and growing and discovering who we are and who we aren’t.
A book called Art and Fear tells the story of a ceramics teacher who divided his class into two groups.  One group was graded solely on the quantity of work – 50 pounds of pottery would be an A, forty a B, and so on.  The other group would be graded on quality.  Those students had to produce only one pot—but it had to be good.
Which group made the best pots?  The group that was graded on quantity.  As they kept making pots, not worrying too much about the outcome, they learned.  They learned from disasters and success.  The quality group got so hung up thinking about how to make the best pot that they never got any better.  They never learned from trial and error.
Some of you read my e-devotional this week in which I gave some examples of failures – Oprah who was fired from her job as a newscaster because she wasn’t fit for television.  Michael Jordan was cut from his high school basketball team.  Einstein wasn’t a good student.  JK Rowling was turned down by 12 different publishers. The list goes on. 
As I looked at the list again, I noticed something -- we know those stories because all of those people are now considered successes!  These aren’t stories of failures at all, but stories of people succeeding after failure.  Now I like hearing these stories, particularly after a bad day or bad week or bad year.  I like being reminded that failure is a part of success, that failure teaches us, and that failure doesn’t have to fill us with shame.  But, here’s the thing – you didn’t need to get up this morning and come to church to be told to try again. You just need to read a bumper sticker for that.  The biblical story has something even greater to offer.
When we are in the cave of our own failure – real or imagined – we need more than just a pep talk.  We have all known a feeling of worthlessness, hopelessness, anxiety, depression.  We have struggled with the emptiness of our apparent success and hopelessness in the face of an apparent failure.  We have stung when our humiliation was public and worried about being found out when our humiliation was private.
God’s response to Elijah when he is under the broom tree and then in the cave is more than a pep talk.  God sends a messenger with comfort food – warm bread and cold water – the biblical equivalent of mac and cheese.  And Elijah is left to sleep a little longer.  He is cared for, nurtured, and given a little TLC.  But the next time the messenger comes, the messenger brings more food and says, “Get up and eat.  You have a tough road ahead of you.”  This doesn’t sound like good news when you are sick and tired of being sick and tired, and all you want to do is hide in bed with the covers pulled over your head.  But it does mean that God isn’t finished with you yet.  You have more work to do.   You have internal work and external work.  First soul work – getting strong again, trusting God again.  And then the public work of the truth teller, the justice seeker, the mercy doer, the joy spreader.  In the moment under the broom tree, Elijah wanted to be finished.  And God said, “not yet.” Are you under a broom tree?  Are you so surrounded by evidence of your failure that you can’t see anything else?  Are you done and just wish God would leave you alone?  Well God isn’t finished with you yet.  Rest and eat – and then get up and get ready – you have a long road ahead of you.
Elijah was led to the cave at Mt. Horeb, God’s mountain, says the text.  And in that cave, God spoke, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”  Not, “what are you doing there?”  But, “what are you doing here?” Here – God is in the cave with Elijah.  
I wonder if Elijah was surprised by this.  He knew that God was with him in his moments of success.  When he defied the prophets of the false gods, Elijah knew God was with him.  When he foretold the drought, when he revived a widow’s child, when he told off the king – he knew that God was there.  
But could God be in the cave?  Is God with us in our moment of greatest failure?  The answer that we discover in this wonderful story is undeniably, “yes.” 
John Ortberg says that God does some of God’s best work when we are in the cave.  He writes, “The cave is where God does some of his best work in molding and shaping human lives.  Sometimes, when your worst fears of inadequacy are confirmed and you discover you really are out of your league, you experience the liberation of realizing that it is okay to be inadequate and that God wants his power to flow through your weakness.” [endnoteRef:1] [1:  John Ortberg, If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat. Pg. 139] 

God is in the cave.  And when we can get over our shock that God has not abandoned us, when we can believe that God isn’t embarrassed by our humiliating defeat, then, in the quiet of the cave, we can have some of the most profound experiences of God.  Elijah was told that God would show up – but God wasn’t in the wind that tore at the trees and demanded to be noticed.  God wasn’t in the earthquake that shook the boulders from their sleep.  God wasn’t in the fire that sent living things running in fear.  God was in a thin, quiet sound.  So quiet, that you had to be in a cave to hear it.  The noise of success would drown it out.  And in the quiet of the cave, Elijah could again be honest before God, pour out the despair in his heart – I have done all I could and it was for nothing.  My life has been a waste.  I might as well be dead.
[bookmark: _GoBack]God does something amazing here.  Something unexpected and necessary – this is God’s best work. God doesn’t coddle or comfort.  God doesn’t pamper or pander.  God simply sends Elijah back into the throngs of life to serve.  It is in service to God that Elijah will learn to trust God again and to trust himself again.  Frederich Bonhoeffer said you have to put yourself in a position where faith is the only option.  God gives the assurance that Elijah’s work isn’t for naught – there are still those who follow the true God, and even if Elijah fails in his ministry there are others coming behind him who will succeed.  God reminded Elijah, and reminds us, that though we matter to God, it’s not all about us.  God cares for Elijah and gives him rest, but then God sends Elijah back out into the world, to the same people he has fled, to the same ministry, to the same conflicts.  The experience in the cave did not change the world, but it changed Elijah.  Hear these words from one of the best preachers of our time, Peter Gomes:
Elijah returned to his work, learning, perhaps for the first time in a long while, that it was God’s work and not his that he was about.  He learned that you cannot “do” unless you can “be,” and that “doing” depends on “being.”  He was made strong in his humiliation, not because he found some new inner strength but because he found anew the strength of God, and it was that discovery that made it possible for him to go on.”[endnoteRef:2]    [2:  Peter Gomes, “The Question at the Mouth of the Cave.” P. 162
] 


Elijah was able to leave the cave, to return to the terrifying tasks at hand, to confront Jezebel and Ahab and his own fears because he had been changed.  He didn’t find a secret weapon with which to attack his problems, or secret plan for survival.  Elijah didn’t leave with a renewed self-confidence or great psychological insight.  He had changed because he saw, heard, and experienced the love, the strength, and power of God.   May that be our experience today.
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