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“TO BE A BEGINNER”
October 12, 2025 18th Sunday after Pentecost 
Text: 1 Kings 19:1-9

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture


 Today we take up the story of Elijah, a prophet who had seen better days. 

Elijah was a prophet, one who was understood to serve as a channel of communication between the divine and human worlds. Neither royalty nor priest, like the other prophets Elijah stood outside the official, organized structures of government and religion. What authority he had came from being perceived as a man who urgently proclaimed God’s words to the people, who, at the insistent demand of his God, sought to call them back to God and God’s ways. This inevitably landed Elijah in hot water – lots of it – when his proclamation of God’s will ran right up against the official party-line as promulgated and practiced by the king and by the religious authorities.

The time is the early 9th century before Christ; Ahab is king in Israel. Ahab had strayed from the worship of Yahweh, the Lord God of Abraham and Isaac and Moses and Miriam, of Jacob and Joseph and their descendants, and worshipped instead a Phoenician deity, the storm God Baal. Baal was believed by his worshippers to be responsible for the yearly rains necessary for the fertility of the land. 
But Ahab, as if deserting the God of his people and their ancestors is not bad enough, makes matter worse. He marries outside of the family, so to speak, wedding Jezebel, a Phoenician princess, who not only encourages Ahab in his false worship, but orders the killing of many of Elijah’s fellow prophets.
    
To condense the story, Elijah announces that Yahweh, his Lord, had decreed a three-year drought, a drought which Baal, the storm God, cannot end. The drought does come on, and after Elijah defeats some 450 of the priests of Baal in a fire-building contest, and in proof of the superiority of his, the true God, summons drought-ending rains. We now pick up the story….
Someone said to me recently, “I don’t know who I am anymore.” I think they know exactly how Elijah felt long ago.  

Look at Elijah, alone in the wilderness. Once he was a prophet, mighty in word and deed, before whom even the king quaked. Now, fleeing for his life from the vengeful Jezebel, exhausted he collapses under a solitary broom tree. Once he had the people ready to respond at his command; now he does not even have his servant left with him. Once he had summoned the power of God to vanquish 450 priests of Baal; now he can only summon the will to ask that his life be taken from him. 

Who am I, Elijah asks? I thought I was a mighty prophet – but now that has been taken from me. I thought I was called to bring the people back to God – but now they are gone and I am alone. I thought I was a mighty player on the stage of history – but now I am – what? Who am I, and if I am not who I was, then life is not worth living.

I think many of us have known Elijah’s struggle. It came to me clearly when an elder, long active in local business, a person with a full and rich career long after the usual retirement age of 65, encountered serious medical problems, enough so that they had to finally retire. Alone at home, unable to pursue the occupation which had been there for them every day for decades, they were at a loss as to how to go on living. But the question with which they struggled went deeper than what to do that day, and the next, and the one after that – it went to the heart of their identity, of who they are. They put it this way: “I don’t know who I am anymore”.
But we don’t have to wait until retirement to know what it means to be Elijah on the run in the desert, to wrestle with the question of our identity, of who we are. We all have decades worth of accumulated messages and habits of mistaken identities. 
You know what they are.

 “I am what I do” – I am defined by what I do during the week, I am a lawyer, or a pastor, or homemaker, or accountant.  I am my role.

“I am what I have” – I am a homeowner, I am a consumer, my worth is established by whether I “keep up with the Joneses”.  

“I am what I achieve” – I am defined by how I do in school, by the college I get into, by the growth of my business, by the increase in church membership or budget. 

“I am who my friends are” – I am defined by those who seem to like me, who want to hang out with me, who “like” my Instagram posts, who validate me by their approval. 

“I am a victim” – because of my rough childhood, because of the abuse I suffered, because of my medical condition, I can't do it, won't ever do it, must not even hope to do it.  

“I’m not good enough”—I don’t deserve to get that job, or be loved, or be treated with respect, or even be spared from abuse.
What are the messages about your identity which you have bought into? What are the lies which keep you from seeing who you are?
Maybe you find yourself feeling like Elijah, exhausted, despairing that life has not turned out the way you had thought it would, so dispirited that you can’t envision going on, in desperate need of a new start, a new beginning.
Elijah was blessed with the chance for a new beginning.  In the midst of a deep sleep, he is suddenly nudged awake. It is an angel: “Get up and eat.” Close at hand lie a cake of bread and a jar of water, nourishment for body and soul. And even though Elijah had been despairing and without hope, he now responds, the gift offered he receives, he rises, eats and drinks. Once again falling asleep, once again he is nudged awake: “Get up and eat; otherwise the journey will be too much for you.” Again Elijah says “Yes”, his body responds to the invitation, and he eats and drinks and is so strengthened that he then journeys all the way to holy Mount Horeb, where another epiphany awaits.
Like Elijah, we need to be open to new starts and new beginnings. In a culture which is always reinforcing the message of individual achievement and advancement, at times we need to “let go and let God”, to set aside our ego and our strivings and be open to God’s healing presence to come into our lives and feed us.  We need to become vulnerable, to dare to set aside the armor which we have grown lest the world hurt us, armor which has grown so heavy that it has become more prison than protection. We each need, in short, to risk being open to God’s amazing grace, which is something we can never obtain by our own efforts, but which simply must be received as gift. Rainer Maria Rilke put it this way: “If the angel deigns to come, it will be because you have convinced her, not by your tears, but by your resolve to make a new beginning, to be a beginner.”
This surrendering to God, this resolving to be a beginner once again, is something we practice in communal worship here at church. As we dare to confess our sins, as we listen for God’s word for us in Bible story and sermon and silent prayer, we are cracking open our suit of invulnerability, making space for God’s word of who we are to seep in and begin to change us. This surrendering to God, this resolving to be a beginner once again, is also something we risk when we practice hospitality to the stranger, when we engage in outreach and mission, for it is there that we risk suddenly being nudged awake by someone who helps us see ourselves in a different way. 
Like Elijah, we need to be open to new starts and new beginnings. But this is something that can be difficult for us to do our own. What we need are what Elijah had: angels who might nudge us awake, who might point out to us the food and water close at hand that will refresh us for the journey, who remind us by their words and their living that the Biblical witness is still true, who remind us of our true identity and help us by their example to grow into it.  
We need to be around God-bearers, angels, who repeat to us the words often celebrated at our baptism: “You are my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  Before you achieved anything, before you had all that stuff, before you made those friends, before you ever started talking yourself down, before you started making that excuse that you are a victim and always will be, this was who I your God said you are, and this is who you remain: my beloved. You – yes you! -- you are my beloved.
We need to be in a community where individuals surrender and follow God’s leading, and who in doing so find themselves making new beginnings. We need them, for we cannot help but be drawn to them and the joy which they radiate, a joy which comes from their conviction that their life is not just about them, but about God’s grace showing through them. 
Where do we find these angels? In the Men’s Breakfast Group. In the Women in the Spirit fellowship. In the knitters on Friday, in the crafters on Thursday, at the Fair in November, at coffee hour each Sunday. Just for starters.


Learn from Elijah. Drained, despairing, his life’s work seemingly behind him, he is ready to give up. It is there that God steps in, nudging him awake, offering him angelic food, and leading him to the Mountain of God and a new beginning.

May it be so for you. May your eyes be open to recognize the angels among us. And when that holy food of love and compassion is offered, take, eat, and rise to a new beginning. Amen. 

