A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on June 6, 2010

Help Comes  From Unlikely Sources


Thought for Silent Reflection

Not until we have become humble and teachable, 

standing in awe of God’s holiness and sovereignty acknowledging our own littleness,

distrusting our own thoughts and willing to have our minds turned upside down, 

can divine wisdom become ours.


J. I. Packer, in LifeOvers
HELP COMES FROM UNLIKELY SOURCES
1 Kings 17:8-24
As we enter today’s text, we find Elijah, the Lord’s faithful servant, who during a severe famine, had been commanded by the Lord to go to a brook in the hill country east of the Jordan where he could find drink and be fed by ravens. We are then told that the brook, too, eventually dried up and he had to leave and go elsewhere..
Then the word of the Lord came to him, 9 “Go at once to Zarapath of Sidon and stay there. I have commanded a widow in that place to supply you with food.” 10 So he went to Zarapath. When he came to the town gate, a widow was there gathering sticks. He called to her and asked, ‘Would you bring me a little water in a jar so I may have a drink? 11 As she was going to get it, he called, “And bring me, please, a piece of bread.’

12 “As surely as the Lord, your God, lives” she replied, “I don’t have any bread- only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in e jug. I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal for myself and my son, that we may eat it and die.”

Elijah said to her, “Don’t be afraid. Go home and do as you have said. But first make a small cake of bread for me from what you have and then make something for yourself and for your son. 14 For this is what the Lord the God of Israel says, “The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land.
15 She went away and did as Elijah told had her. So there was food every day for Elijah, for the woman and her family. For the jar of flour was not used up and the jug of oil did not run dry, in keeping with the word of the Lord spoken by Elijah.

17 Some time later the son of the woman who owned the house became ill. He grew worse and worse and finally stopped breathing. 18 She said to Elijah, “What do you have against me man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?”
19”Give me your son,” Elijah replied. He took him from her arms and carried him to the upper room where he was staying and laid him on his bed. 20 Then he cried out to his Lord, “O Lord my God, have you brought tragedy also upon this widow I am staying with, causing he son to die?” 21 Then he stretched himself out three times on the boy, “O Lord my God, let this boy’s life return to him.”

22 The Lord heard Elijah’s cry , and the boy’s life returned to him, and he lived. 23 Elijah picked up the child and carried him down from the room into the house. He gave him to his mother and said, look your son is alive.”

24 Then the woman said to Elijah, “Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the Lord from your mouth is the truth.”
As many of you know I rarely go anywhere without taking a book. Several weeks ago while waiting for a colleague to join me for lunch I opened up a copy of Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul and turned to this story about a private pilot and his wife who picked up a stranger in Mexico a few years ago. I was reminded again of the story when I read over the lectionary texts for this week. 

The story went something like this: Ira Spector, a private pilot, and his wife Barbara, a trial lawyer, had been vacationing on the Baja Peninsula in Mexico and were preparing to fly their single engine plane back to their home in the desert east of San Diego CA when they were approached by a stranger in the Loreto International Airport who had been watching them pack the plane. The stranger asked them if they might help him out. He explained that he was an American and had been bumped from his flight to Los Angeles and that it was urgent that he get there to catch a connecting flight to Florida.
Spector indicated that they were only flying to Calexico Airport in the desert near El Centro. In addition he explained he had already filed his flight plan with the airport and it only allowed him to take his wife out of the country and suggested that the man just take a later flight. The man replied that there wasn’t another flight out till the next day and it was important that he leave that day. They continued the conversation with the stranger being persistent in his request and indicating that he could fly without an oxygen mask and that he could hold his single bag on his lap.

Now Barbara, who was the voice of reason in the family, asked to speak with her husband alone. Are you nuts? We don’t know anything about this guy; he could be a fugitive from justice or even a terrorist.” “Something tells me he is legitimate, maybe its payback time, Ira said, reminding her about that time they had been stranded out in the desert several years before and some college students helped them to get to their plane. 

She reluctantly agreed to go to the commandant’s office to see if the flight plan could be changed to include one more, doubting all the time that the request would be granted. The commandant listened to the stranger’s story and then much to their surprise granted the request and quickly changed the passenger number on the flight plan from 1 to 2. The whole thing only took just a few minutes. Now they were committed and had to take the man.  Needless to say the tension in the cockpit for the trip back was tense with Barbara sitting with her arms folded and not saying anything. 
Just as they were entering American airspace and approaching the Calexico Airport they saw a storm forming on the horizon and as they got closer they could see that it was a sand storm which had totally engulfed the airport. So not only, would visibility be bad if not, non existent, but more importantly since the Calexico strip was not equipped for instrument landings and a visual landing impossible they would have to return to return to Mexico creating a whole other set of complications with customs. Suddenly the swirling storm subsided and they had a clear view of the runway and were able to land safely. 
Once inside the airport, the stranger began the next task of reestablishing a connection to get to Los Angeles. He returned a short while later and joined them for a cup of coffee explaining that he had located a commuter flight to LA leaving from an airport on the other side of town, but it too was full. However he had commandeered a cab anyway to get him there in the event someone did not show up. 
By that time Barbara’s curiosity had got the best of her and she asked him what was he had been doing in Loreto? He explained that he and his wife had been in Loreto several years earlier with another couple touring the Baja in a rented motor home. Their vehicle had gone off the road and down an embankment. With 160 gallons of fuel aboard, the motor home burst into flame and burned completely. While he and Barbara escaped badly burned, their friends did not. They crawled down the embankment seeking help and were finally found by a local farm worker who rushed them to a Health Center in Loreto. The worker saved our life but then went on to explain that he had spent the night in an old dental chair because there was no bed. In addition, the health center was poorly equipped with limited medical supplies and an operating table that looked like an old ironing board. They were transported to a burn unit at a hospital in San Diego and ultimately recovered. While in the hospital Specter had vowed that if he recovered at all he would return to Loreto and make a donation to the health care center. One thing had lead to another and ten years had passed. A week ago, he explained that he awoke in the middle of the night with a start, realizing that he had never made good on the vow he had made. He dropped everything and made plans to immediately go to Loreto and had arrived the previous day.
The health center was still there and still in bad shape. The paint was peeling, medical supplies were still low, sheets were torn and windows were broken and covered with tinfoil. I walked in, introduced myself, and wrote them a check. It wasn’t a large sum but they were grateful. You should have seen the looks on their faces. I returned to the airport only to find my flight, the only one scheduled that day full and then I ran into you folks. 

Before either of them could say anything a man approached the table looking for the stranger. He was the taxi driver to take him across town to the other airport. He picked up his coat and bag and before he left, Barbara handed him a business card and said, good luck and let us know if you make that flight.
In recalling this story, I was reminded of the power of God to grant and sustain life and how God uses people, often unlikely people, to do his bidding, and how often it is that God uses these unexpected sources to teach us lessons. In today’s text, God turned to ravens (unclean birds known for being scavengers) and to a widow – a foreigner from Jezebel’s home territory – to care for the prophet Elijah, the zealous prophet who is often called to go stand for the Lord against the corrupt mainstream, yet God takes care of him by means Elijah might have prejudged as being negative and certainly no one he would have sought out for care. He also used Elijah to return the favor through his gifts and ability to seek out God to bring the widow’s son back to life. Here we had a husband and wife who had been helped several years earlier, now in a place to help a stranger who had returned to a poverty stricken desolate area to help out those who had helped him out years before.
Each of these events were links in a growing chain of kindness, and each kindness we do always seems in some way, comes back to us in mysterious ways. Yes, God uses unexpected sources to teach us lessons. 
In what ways has God provided for you with help from surprising sources? 
In what ways has God’s help in the past broadened your expectations of how God might bring help in the future? 
When has God helped you unexpectedly? 
What have been some of the unexpected places where you have found God’s help?

Jot some of them down in a journal so when God decides to use you (and I guarantee God will!), or calls on you to do a task, in some unexpected place, with some unexpected or unlikely stranger. Recall some of the thoughts you have jotted down on your list as it just might be pay back time for you too. In any case, you too might also find yourself in the midst of one of God’s meaningful lessons.
O, yes, the writers of the story added that several weeks later they received a letter from the stranger stating, 
Just a short note to say thanks again. I made my flight out of the desert airport. The plane was loading as I arrived and I got the last seat. 

Until that time when our paths cross again, I remain,

Virgil
Portions of this message have been adapted from:

The MEETING GOD Bible.
Ira Spector, “Our Mysterious Passenger”, Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul, 1997.
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