16th Sept. 2007
“Let it pour…”
2 Kings 4.1-7 (Elisha and the widow with the jars of oil)

In our reading this morning we’ve been hearing about a prophet called Elisha, and when we think of the great prophets of the Old Testament, it’s not necessarily Elisha who springs to mind – Isaiah, maybe, or Jeremiah, or even Elijah.  In fact you may be thinking it is Elijah I’m talking about, and there’s just something wrong with my teeth!  But Elijah was the older man, and he called Elisha to join him, who then became his successor as a prophet to the people of Israel.  If we were to follow the same biblical precedent, then obviously our next vicar is going to be called Robert…
So Elijah and Elisha had similar names, and shared the same mission – speaking the word of God in what were actually very dark times for the people of Israel.  The were ruled by a succession of mad, bad, and completely ungodly Kings, corruption was everywhere and they were constantly under threat of invasion – which is finally what happened.  Through people like Elijah and Elisha God is doing all he can to call his people back to himself, to remind them that he is the one true God, that their hope for the future lies with him.  
And yet the two men were different.  Elijah was a man of confrontation and above all he took on the worst king of the lot and all his pagan priests in a dramatic display of power on Mount Carmel. But other than these times when he challenged those in charge, he lived away from the people, as a hermit.  His message was one of judgement and the need for repentance.  His name means ‘The Lord is my God’, and that message couldn’t have been more evident than when he called down the fire of God in front of nearly a thousand opponents, in that scene on Mount Carmel that I mentioned.
But Elisha had a different emphasis.  He lived among people, not by himself, and whilst he had his moments with kings too, he was drawn especially to the poor and outcast, and his message was one that focused on life and hope and God’s grace – who does that remind you of?  His name means not ‘The Lord is my God’, but ‘God is salvation’, and that could be the title and the absolute summing up of our bible reading today, and in a way the absolute summing up of our Christian faith too.  God is salvation.
In today’s story we meet a woman who has nothing.  Literally nothing.  She’s lost her husband.  He’s died with debts so her two sons are threatened with slavery.  At that time it was permitted under the law to pay back debts with labour, but it was supposed to be only under certain conditions, and above all you were supposed to be treated as a hired worker, not a slave – but like everything else this law was much abused, and so the future looked very bleak for her sons.  And for the poor woman it was a double blow, because she stood to lose not only her remaining family and therefore all those she loved, but also the only people left who might have been able to look after her. 
But when I say she had nothing that’s not strictly true.  She had a little bit of oil, which was a valuable commodity, but much more importantly she also had a great amount of faith.  She turned to God.  In fact it’s Elisha she turns to, but knowing he is a man of God, and kind and gentle, and will want to help.   And by following Elisha’s advice she is saved in the most amazing way, as the little oil she has is multiplied into many many jars.  This isn’t a dramatic public miracle, in fact Elisha tells her to shut her door as she is filling her jars with oil.   This is not God telling the whole world ‘I am God’.  This is much more private and personal.  This is God telling one woman and her family that ‘I am God, and I am a giving god, and I want to give and I have the power to give, and to save…I am salvation’.
And the thing that strikes me most of all in the story is this wonderful outpouring of oil in an abundant never-ending stream.  Elisha told her to get as many empty jars as she could, and a woman of less faith might have only gathered a few.  But in fact the oil kept pouring as long as there were jars to fill – because God has a generosity that knows no limits, other than the ones we ourselves impose.  And it’s a generosity that gives hope and a future, because not only are this family saved from their immediate problems, they are given enough to start again.  Can you imagine seeing that wonderful, miraculous outpouring, and knowing that every glug and splash is giving you your life back – the life you thought you’d lost?
This passage is very much about God meeting our physical needs, and Jesus himself teaches us that we are to ask for God’s help to meet those needs.  “Give us today our daily bread”, we pray, Lord, give us everything we need to live today.  Prayer is not just about spiritual devotion, but also about saying to God, look, these are my very real needs, both the everyday ones, and sometimes the very big, very important ones, so please help me.  Come on, ask, says God, tell me about it, I am a giving God.  

But this passage might make us think of our spiritual needs too.  Because without God in our lives we are as spiritually poor as the woman was materially poor.  No matter how much we have, without God we have nothing.  We might think we do, in fact I think part of the problem is that we don’t realise what empty vessels we are.  And God is waiting, waiting to fill us to overflowing.  Perhaps it’s even when we’re at our emptiest that God has most to give.  Jesus says that faith in him is like discovering streams of living water, water and not oil, I know, but water is another precious commodity and essential to life.  Find those streams he says, and you will never go thirsty.  And in Luke’s gospel he underlines the spiritual side of God’s generosity when he says:  
"Would any of you who are fathers give your son a snake when he asks for fish? Or would you give him a scorpion when he asks for an egg? 

Bad as you are, you know how to give good things to your children. How much more, then, will the Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" 

(Luke 11:11, 12)   

God’s generosity knows no bounds.  He even gave us his son, so that we might have eternal life – and that means, of course, the promise of heaven.  But whilst I’m sure heaven will be wonderful, we don’t have to wait until we get there for God’s generosity to have an impact on our lives.  Not in a way that means we win the lottery and live a life of luxury.   And not in a way that means we don’t have any problems.  But in a way that gives us assurance and confidence and belief and hope for the future.  If you remember nothing else today, remember that stream of oil, pouring out, pouring out, remember God’s goodness, and remember that it’s there for you too, generosity and grace without end.  Amen. 
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