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Do you remember the time when Jesus posed the question to his Disciples, “Who do 
people say I am?”i They had been out working together for a while by then. People were 
beginning to make comparisons. That is completely natural. Maybe today, Jesus would 
have just Googled himself, but that day they used what they had: the eyes and the ears 
of his disciples to relay to him how he was being received in the community.  
  
Do you remember what the Disciples reported? “Some say John the Baptist…others 
say Elijah and still others say Jeremiah or one of the prophets,” they reported. Jesus 
was seen by many as another Elijah. Another prophet out doing God’s work among a 
foreign people. Another leader revealing God’s mercy through miracles. Another holy 
man showing God’s power through word and deed.  
  
As we did last week, our primary focus will not be on the servant of God, but rather, on 
the outsider whom God engaged. As people of the Christian faith we have a holy book 
that we use for guidance, and among the things we may be guided on is how we can 
better learn to relate with our brothers and sisters of different religions. God did this 
often…in many ways, we discover in the Bible. As we all said last week (and we can 
repeat again today): “God didn’t demand uniformity, but loved uniformly.” 
 
1 Kings 17:8-16 
Then the word of the LORD came to him, saying, 9‘Go now to Zarephath, which belongs 
to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed you.’ 10So he set 
out and went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the town, a widow was there 
gathering sticks; he called to her and said, ‘Bring me a little water in a vessel, so that I 
may drink.’ 11As she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, ‘Bring me a morsel 
of bread in your hand.’ 12But 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.’ 13Elijah 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 afterwards make something 
for yourself and your son. 14For 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.’ 15She went and did as Elijah said, so that she as well as he and her 
household ate for many days. 16The 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. 
 

*     *     *     *     *     *     * 



The widow of Zeraphath was from the region of Sidonian, which in the who’s who of the 
Bible we might mention that Queen Jezebel is from the same region (remember Jezebel 
who would threaten Elijah after he put to death hundreds of prophets of the local deity, 
Ba’al?). Sidon made this widow a Phoenician who most assuredly didn’t worship the 
Jewish God whom Elijah represented. In case there is any doubt of this we can 
reference the Bible passage we read today. In verse 12 the widow says “as the Lord 
YOUR God lives, I have nothing to bake, only a handful of meal in a jar and a little oil in 
a jug.” If the widow worshipped the same God she would have said OUR not YOUR, 
correct?  
 
To be clear, at the outset of this passage we learn that God has prepared for Elijah to 
go to a foreign territory, filled with worshippers of a rival god. That had to be unnerving 
for Elijah. But also, in the call to go was a word to calm any worry, “I have commanded 
a widow there to feed you.” Seemingly God had set up provisions for Elijah in this 
foreign land, filled with worshippers of a rival god. 
  
And so, when Elijah got there and spotted a widow, he asked for some food, maybe to 
see if she was the one whom God spoke of. And she agreed, but hesitantly, as though 
she didn’t receive the memo that God had reported to Elijah. 
  
She said “I have nothing baked, only a handful of meal in a jar and a little oil.” She 
decidedly did not say, “It’s you! The one I received in a dream last night. I’ve been 
waiting for you. I called some friends and we have prepared this great meal for you. I 
can’t wait to talk more!” 
   
As a widow, this unnamed woman (much like last week) is grouped into a cast of 
society that would have relied on the care of others. Often the orphan and the widow 
and the stranger are called out, in our sacred scripture, as people who needed to be 
cared for. But in the case of our scripture today, it is the widow of a rival god who is 
relied upon to offer care for the sake of one of God’s prophets. There are a few lessons 
I would like to lift-up that we could learn from this woman from a foreign land who 
worshipped a foreign God: 
  
Much like last week, a simple response of “no” would have been understandable from 
this woman who is engaged by a man who she doesn’t know, but who is a part of a 
people who worship a different God and is from another land. The conversation could 
have ended quickly. The widow of Zeraphath risks a “yes”, when no would have been 
so comfortable and easy.  
  
When I say risk, I don’t mean that lightly. I am not simply talking about the risk we take 
to brighten someone’s day by smiling at them.  The widow was risking her well-being by 
saying that she would help a man who was an outsider and whose people were known 
to be in opposition to the god she worshipped. She risked a ‘yes’ when ‘no’ was so safe 
and cozy.  



I know so much of what we try to do is mitigate risk, weigh it, calculate it. But the widow 
of Zeraphath risked ‘yes.’ So, a question we might ask ourselves today is: what ‘yes’ are 
you risking these days? When it comes to your interactions, your opportunities? I’m not 
talking about the risks you take in the stock market or in your business, but in God’s 
business what risks are you taking? When is the last time you risked something, for 
God’s sake? 
 
The second lesson we could take from this widow of a rival god is her willingness to 
work out of her lack, as opposed to her abundance. The woman had less than nothing. 
She said she only had some oil and some meal. She could have turned back to this 
prophet and said, “Listen, I can see that you are in need of some food. I have good 
news and I have bad news, which would you like first? The bad news is I don’t have 
much. And what I do have isn’t going to do you and your palate any good. The good 
news is I have time, lots of it. I don’t do a lot around here besides gather sticks. I know 
some other widows in town and I have this cousin who has a party occurring this 
evening. You’re welcome to it….” 
  
Working out of abundance is nice because it allows us to give without any real need 
from anyone, including the person we are working with. Working out of abundance 
keeps us safe from any real connection with others. But working out of our lack is scary, 
working out of our lack admits that we are in some sense just as in need as the person 
(or the people) we are helping. Working out of our lack shows that we don’t have 
everything either.  
  
Another question we might ask is: when was the last time you joined in to help not out of 
your strength or abundance, but out of your lack? Or in other words, when was the last 
time you allowed yourself to be vulnerable with others? Or is that a side of you that you 
don’t like to show. I know that is a side of me that I don’t care to share, often. But giving 
out of our lack can actually be better than giving out of our abundance. It can be more 
meaningful to share when we know how scarce what we are sharing is.  
 
The final lesson I would like us to consider from this widow of Zeraphath builds upon the 
last idea: how do we allow what could be transactional to become reciprocal. In our 
story today the widow of a rival god was blessed by the prophet Elijah. She risked her 
own well-being by helping Elijah, she gave out of her lack and, as though that wasn’t 
enough, she allowed the prophet to give back to her. That is empowering, not just for 
her, but for the prophet as well.  
  
So often people (not you and me, of course, but other people) don’t want to receive 
back from someone we’ve given to because then we find ourselves stuck in an 
economy of generosity with someone, especially if that someone is a person from 
another culture or religion that we would otherwise not relate with. So often we make 
our gifts transactional so that we can dictate the terms of the relationship.  
  



And so, a question we might ask ourselves today is: what was the last relationship you 
dared to make reciprocal instead of transactional? When was the last time you stuck 
around long enough to be blessed by someone you could have just as well run off from 
after sharing a gift?  
 
In our Bible story, the prophet Elijah was in need. God told Elijah he had it covered, but 
when the prophet arrived in a foreign place with a rival god Elijah discovered a widow 
picking up sticks who must have made Elijah question if God had prepared this woman 
to help him. But when things seemed bleak, this widow of a rival god risked greatly, she 
gave out of her lack and she stuck around to make what could have been transactional, 
become reciprocal. Friends, may we dare to be so interfaithful?  
 
Amen? Amen.  
 

 
i Matthew 16:13-20 


