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In June of last year Chapman University 
published the results from their Survey on 
American Fears.1 Researches took a random 
sample of 1,190 adults from across the U.S. and 
asked them about the things that scared them 
the most. While we would expect the results to 
show the typical human phobias of snakes, 
spiders, public speaking, heights being at the top 
of the list, the survey revealed what is truly most 
terrifying to Americans:  

 
• Corruption of government officials 
• Pollution, global warming and climate change 
• Not having enough money for the future 
• Loved ones becoming seriously ill or dying 
• High medical bills 

 
It seems that our deepest fears are of the 

things that we seemingly have little to no control 
over – the health of ourselves and our loved 
ones, our financial security, our children’s futures.  
Just scrolling through the news feed on our 
phones is enough to scare the bejeezus out of us 
– threats of war with Iran, children locked up and 
dying at our border, the EPA relaxing air pollution 
regulations – when it comes to these realities, 
snakes and spiders don’t seem that bad after all. 
                                                        
1 https://blogs.chapman.edu/wilkinson/2018/10/16/americas-top-fears-2018/ (accessed 6/21/2019) 
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When we are faced with the true evils of the 
world, the things that make us feel so powerless, 
we become terrified.  

Author Max Lucado says, “Fear corrodes our 
confidence in God's goodness… Fear unleashes a 
swarm of anger-stirring doubts. Fear at its center, 
is a perceived loss of control.2 When we are 
overwhelmed by our fears, it is easy for us to lose 
sight of God and to succumb to the false belief 
that we are utterly and completely alone in this 
world. 

I was 23-year-old when I had my first panic 
attack. I couldn’t sleep one night so I was sitting 
on the couch at 2am watching infomercials on 
TV. Without any kind of warning, this intense 
heat came over my face like a blanket, and all of 
the sudden I couldn’t get enough air into my 
lungs. My heart started pounding. I could hear my 
pulse in my ears. My hands started shaking and 
my arms went numb. I began to stand up, but had 
lost the use of my legs and I fell to the floor. An 
overwhelming sense of dread came over me, and 
I was certain I was dying. My vision started to go 
gray like when you press on your eyelids really 
hard, and all I could think was that the last thing I 
would see before I died was a stupid 
advertisement for a panini maker. 
                                                        
2 Lucado, Max, Fearless: Imagine Your Life Without Fear (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing, 2009) 



A few minutes later the attack passed, and I 
could breathe and move again. I had no idea what 
had happened. I thought I had a heart attack. A 
week following this episode, I learned that I was 
having a physical reaction to a psychological 
stress, so my doctor told me.  

At that time in my life I was feeling trapped. I 
was in an unhealthy relationship and felt 
powerless to do anything about it. I didn’t have 
any money. All of my closest friends had moved 
away. I felt alone and afraid. Rather than tell 
anyone about my pain, or ask someone for help, I 
was stuffing it all down hoping the situation 
would improve. And so my body started freaking 
out. 

Fight. Freeze. Flee. Or freak out. These are 
the responses we have when it comes to fear. In 
our passage this morning, we meet a prophet 
who embraces all of these reactions. His name is 
Elijah.  

Elijah lived in a time when there were no 
good kings of Israel. The book of Kings tells the 
stories of these corrupt leaders beginning with 
the downfall of Solomon, David’s son, who went 
from being a good and wise king who led the 
construction of the Jerusalem Temple, to 
becoming a greedy tyrant who amassed a 
massive amount of wealth for himself, worshiped 



idols, and ordained the practice of slave labor. 
After Solomon’s reign, the Kingdom of Israel split 
into two Kingdoms – the Southern Kingdom of 
Judah, and the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 

Elijah lived in the Northern Kingdom while it 
was under the reign of King Ahab. Ahab’s wife 
Jezebel was a priestess of the Canaanite god 
Baal. When she came to live in Samaria, she 
brought with her hundreds of other priests of 
Baal who soon erected a new temple. Soon the 
Israelites started worshiping Baal instead of 
Yahweh.   

Elijah fought against the worship of Baal by 
showing Yahweh’s power and strength to the 
Israelites. And he was a successful. Everything 
Elijah set out to do to prove that Yahweh was the 
one true God, worked. He correctly predicted the 
drought. He performed miracles like multiplying 
food and raising people from the dead. His most 
spectacular miracle happens when he challenges 
the 450 priests of Baal to a contest to see who 
can get their god to send down fire upon their 
altars. The priests of Baal go first, fervently 
praying but to no avail. Then Elijah decides in a 
rather dramatic fashion to pour water all over his 
altar to show just how powerful Yahweh’s fire 
can be. So he prays, and soon fire blasts from the 
sky, and the offering, and the altar, and the 



water, and the stones around it are all consumed. 
Elijah wins the competition, and then he kills all 
of the 450 priests. 

This takes us to our scripture today, when 
Jezebel finds out that Elijah has killed all of her 
priests, and she promises to return the favor.  

This is the first time where we see a different 
side of Elijah. Under the threat of his own life, 
this fierce prophet who had God on his side, who 
had accomplished all of these amazing feats, who 
trusted God with his entire being, runs away in 
fear. 

Elijah doesn’t just run to the next town, or 
across the state line, he runs all the way from the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel down to the farthest 
reaches of the Southern Kingdom of Judah. He 
runs all the way to the wilderness, where his 
ancient ancestors escaped to from Egypt so long 
ago. And here in this desolate desert he collapses 
under a tree, alone and afraid. Elijah asks God to 
take his life, ironically the thing he was trying 
preserve in the first place. 

The pressure had become too much. He 
couldn’t do this job anymore. Despite all of his 
efforts and all of his success performing signs and 
wonders, he ultimately couldn’t change people’s 
hearts. He failed. He failed himself, and worse, he 
failed God. He was finished.  



How many of us can relate to Elijah? How 
many of us have worked years chasing success in 
some area of our lives, only to be crushed by 
unreachable expectations and crippling anxieties. 
You study your butt off in school, and come to 
learn that you aren’t Ivy League material. You 
want nothing more than to have children, and 
then as a parent you realize you have no idea 
what you are doing. For twenty years you work 
your way up the corporate ladder, then you see 
how truly lonely and meaningless it is at the top. 
You exercise, eat right, take supplements, and 
still your body is falling apart. You pray, you 
study scripture, you come to worship on 
Sundays, and yet you don’t feel any closer to 
God.  

Exhaustion, discouragement, fear, apathy, 
panic, depression and even suicidal ideation are 
all understandable responses when we realize 
that there is nothing we can do, and no amount 
of strength that we can muster, that will fix the 
overpowering obstacles in our lives. So, what are 
we to do in these moments? Ignore the pain, and 
see if we can pretend it away? Continue fighting 
a losing battle? Or do we run away, in an effort to 
leave it all behind us?  

Elijah comes to the end of the line there in 
the wilderness. He is completely broken. He has 



fought. He has fled. He has freaked out. And now 
he is frozen, exhausted and spent, unable to even 
lift his head.  

And so God does what God does best: offers 
compassion. God sends an angel to take care of 
Elijah. Feeding him, watching over him, allowing 
him to rest and build his strength. Elijah then 
travels for forty days and forty nights in the 
wilderness to Mt. Horeb (the same mountain 
where Moses met God). He goes into a cave on 
the side of the mountain and spends the night.   

Then out of the darkness comes the voice of 
God, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” Elijah 
answers with a rant, explaining to God that he 
has been a good and true servant of the Lord, 
and yet, the Israelites will not change their 
wicked ways, and they have killed all the 
prophets but him, and he is running for his life. 

“Come out of the cave,” God tells Elijah. “I 
want you to see me.”  

And even before Elijah could sit up, there was 
this explosive wind that made the stones crumble 
around him, but God was not there in the wind. 
Then there was a trembling earthquake that 
shook the ground below him, but God was not 
there in the earthquake. Then there was a blazing 
fire that singed the earth in front of him, but God 



was not there in the fire. And then stillness, sheer 
silence. 

When Elijah heard the silence, he knew God 
was there in the silence. He took off his 
preacher’s robe and covered his face with it, and 
slowly, step by small step made his way out of 
the cave.  

“What are you doing here, Elijah?” God asks 
again.  

Verbatim, Elijah gives the same response as 
before. But this time, he tells the truth: 

 
 “I have been very zealous for the Lord”  
(God, I have worked so hard to do what you 

have asked of me) 
 
“The Israelites have forsaken your covenant,  
thrown down your altars, and killed your 

prophets” 
 (Nothing I have done has made a bit of 

difference)  
 
 “I alone am left, and they are seeking my 

life, to take it away” 
 (I am all alone. And I am terrified.) 
 
God responds to Elijah’s honesty by setting 

up a new plan. God tells Elijah to go to Aram and 



anoint a new king, then go to Israel and anoint a 
new king, and finally go to Elisha, and anoint him 
to be a disciple. “I hear you.” God says to Elijah. 
“You don’t have to do this alone. I am sending 
you helpers along your journey.” 

So Elisha picks himself up, dusts himself off, 
and continues on. 

The best thing we can do when we feel alone 
and afraid is to be honest with God about our 
pain. God calls us all to tell the truth of our fears 
and our failures. Poet David Whyte says that: 

Honesty is grounded in humility and indeed 
in humiliation, and in admitting exactly where we 
are powerless. Honesty is not found in revealing 
the truth, but in understanding how deeply afraid 
of it we are. To become honest is in effect to 
become fully and robustly incarnated into 
powerlessness. Honesty allows us to live with not 
knowing. We do not know the full story, we do 
not know where we are in the story; we do not 
know who is at fault or who will carry the blame 
in the end. Honesty is not a weapon to keep loss 
and heartbreak at bay, honesty is the outer 
diagnostic of our ability to come to ground in 
reality, the hardest attainable ground of all, the 
place where we actually dwell, the living, 



breathing frontier where there is no realistic 
choice between gain or loss.3 

When I was 23-years-old I had my first panic 
attack, but also when I was 23-years-old I finally 
started being honest about my pain. I told the 
truth to my friends, to a pastor, to a therapist, 
and most importantly, to God, and soon a new 
plan was set in place, and I found a way back to 
safety, to hope, and to a renewed purpose.   

When we are out of options and hit our 
breaking points, when we are ready to give up on 
a job, a country, a calling, or even on ourselves, 
the bravest thing we can do is admit that we are 
powerless and we need help. God is big enough 
and strong enough to handle all of our emotions: 
our disappointment, our doubt, our anger, our 
grief, our despair and even our most terrifying 
fears. 

When come out of our caves and offer the 
truth of our pain to God, God will have 
compassion on us. God will reveal to us a new 
plan, a way out of the wilderness. And God will 
surround us with a community of saints, pastors, 
counselors, friends, fellow pilgrims and activists, 
who will help carry our burdens and supply us 

                                                        
3 ‘HONESTY’ Excerpted From CONSOLATIONS: The Solace, Nourishment and Underlying Meaning of Everyday 
Words © 2015 David Whyte and Many Rivers Press 

 



with the nourishment and care we need to 
continue our journey.  

The story of Elijah teaches us that we are not 
meant to fight life’s battles alone, because we 
cannot win them alone. Whether it is healing a 
broken spirit or a broken economy, finding our 
way through the wilderness of a crippling 
addiction or finding a way through the wilderness 
of a catastrophic immigration policy, fighting the 
battle of cancer or fighting the battle of global 
poverty, we need God and we need one another 
to forge ahead.  

“Stop running,” God tells us. “Tell the truth. 
Ask for help. Here’s the plan.” 

Sermon © Rev. Erica Cooper  
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