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Do you ever have one of those nights where your mind just won’t shut off?  I seem to have more of those nights lately.  I’ve always been a light sleeper; it takes only the slightest noise to wake me up.  Most of the time, fortunately, once my mind has identified the noise to my satisfaction, I am able to go right back to sleep.  But in the last few months I’ve had more and more nights where once I’ve been awakened my mind has started racing.  Problems that were minor during the day seem much bigger to me at night.  Things that didn’t concern me at all during the day for some reason seem to be significant issues at night.

And here’s one of the thoughts that has troubled me more in the last few months than it has for a long time.  I will be laying in my bed, thinking about this or that, and then all of the sudden this thought will come to me: “Am I crazy to believe what I believe?”  One of the things that I try to do, being a pastor, is to understand the different belief systems that are popular.  So, for example, I will read up on Scientology to see if I can figure out what attracts people to that way of thinking.  Scientologists believe, I have learned, that a human being is an immortal alien spiritual being – called a thetan – that is trapped on Planet Earth in a physical body, and that each thetan has had innumerable past lives lived on other planets in other solar systems.  And as I read about Scientology sooner or later I think to myself, “You know what – this stuff is crazy.  No wonder Tom Cruise is so weird.”  

But what about my beliefs?  Am I crazy to believe that Jesus rose from the dead?  Am I crazy to believe that there’s more to life than what we see here on earth, to believe that I’m going to live forever in a new heaven and a new earth?  Am I crazy to believe in the existence of a God I cannot see, hear or touch?  And as I lay in bed at night and try to balance my checkbook in my head and figure out how to pay for college and how to plan for retirement and how to pay off our credit cards and mortgage and car loans, I sometimes find myself wondering, “Am I crazy to trust God to provide for all of our needs?”
The Bible tells me I can trust God to provide.  In the Psalms we read this: “The Lord upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down.  The eyes of all look to you and you give them your food at the proper time.  You open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing.” (Psalm 145:14-16)  In Proverbs we read this promise: “Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.” (Proverbs 3:9-10)  And in the New Testament Paul puts it as succinctly as he can when he writes this: “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:19)  

Now let me assure you that I believe with all my heart that Jesus rose from the dead.  But I don’t believe it just because I’d like it to be true; I believe it because of the evidence, evidence we talk about around here every Easter season.  If the evidence didn’t support the belief that Jesus rose from the dead, we would be crazy to believe it.  And if there wasn’t any evidence to support the belief that God will provide for our needs, it would be crazy to believe that.  So here’s the question – why should we believe it?  What reason do we have for believing the promises God makes us in the Bible that he will provide for our needs and satisfy our desires?
Elijah and his successor Elisha, the Bible tells us, were two wild and crazy guys with a wild and crazy faith.  As we will see, they each had a crazy confidence that God would provide for their needs and for the needs of God’s people.  But that confidence didn’t come naturally; it grew as God gave them reason to trust.  Let’s take a look at how Elijah and Elisha learned to trust God to provide for all they needed and see what we can learn about growing our own faith in the generosity of God.
Trust Enough To Take A Chance
Here’s a quick review from last Sunday of the story of Elijah.  Elijah lives in a wild time when the Northern Kingdom of Israel is ruled by a particularly evil king named Ahab.  Ahab and his wife Jezebel have introduced Israel to Baal worship, the god they believe provides rain and healthy crops.  Elijah goes to Ahab and tells him that it’s a huge mistake to worship Baal because Baal has no control over the rain; only God does.  To prove the point, Elijah tells Ahab that it’s not going to rain a single drop for a period of years, not until Elijah gives the word.  
This makes Elijah very unpopular with Ahab, so God tells Elijah to go hide out in the area east of the Jordan.  While Elijah is there God uses ravens, of all things, to bring Elijah bread and meat to eat, and God also provides a brook so Elijah has water to drink.  Then Elijah encounters a problem: “Some time later the brook dried up because there had been no rain in the land.” (1 Kings 17:7)  So now what?  This arrangement has been pretty sweet while it’s lasted, but this seems to be the end of the road.  No rain, no brook; no brook, no water to drink; no water to drink, you die.  
And in one way or another, we’ve all been there.  We all know what it’s like for the brook to run dry.  I was halfway through college when my Dad died of a heart attack at the age of 54.  College didn’t cost nearly as much then as it does now, but it was still beyond my means and beyond my Mom’s means.  The brook had run dry.  Then good news – Social Security would give me enough each month to allow me to continue college, when I combined that small monthly check with the money I earned at various jobs.  Then right as I was beginning seminary the brook ran dry again.  Not only did the checks stop, but the government said they had given me too many checks and I needed to pay them a bunch of money back.  And while I very much believed God wanted me in seminary, I had very little idea how I was going to afford it.
Back to Elijah – the brook has run dry.  But God has promised never to leave us high and dry, and God had a plan to provide for Elijah.  Here’s what the text says: “Then the word of the Lord came to him: ‘Go at once to Zarephath of Sidon and stay there.  I have commanded a widow in that place to supply you with food.’” (1 Kings 17:8-9)  Now to appreciate what God told Elijah to do, we need to understand just a little bit of geography.  Elijah has been hiding out from King Ahab in an area east of the Jordan River.  Zarephath is over a hundred miles to the west, on the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea.  To get there Elijah is going to have to walk directly across the very land where a search party is looking for him so he can be arrested and hauled in front of the king.  And then there’s the whole thirst factor.  The brook has dried up, there has been no rain in Israel for a couple of years, and Elijah is going to have to walk through 100 miles of desert to get to his new hideout.  And then who is going to take care of him?  A widow he’s never met.  All in all, I suspect Elijah had some serious doubts about God’s plan.  Not that being fed by ravens made much sense, but this plan seemed to have a few flaws in it.
But here’s what Elijah was learning – he was learning to trust God enough to take a chance.  Have you ever wished you had a stronger faith?  Maybe you know someone whose faith seems to be unshakeable and you’ve thought, “I wish I had a faith like that.”  Here’s how you get that kind of faith – you’ve got to trust God just enough to take a chance.  Your faith will not grow if you just sit there, because God isn’t going to do anything for you if you just sit there.  There’s nothing passive about trusting God to provide for our needs.  God never says, “If you just sit in your recliner I will have all the money you need Federal Expressed to your home.”  What God says is this: “Trust me enough to take a chance.  Trust me enough to risk obeying me, to risk going where I tell you to go and doing what I tell you to do.”  
God’s plan surely made little sense to Elijah, but Elijah trusted God enough to take a chance and to head through the dry, dangerous land of Israel to locate a widow God said would take care of him.  Here’s what happens next:

So Elijah went to Zarephath.  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?”  As she was going to get it, he called, “And bring me, please, a piece of bread.”
“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 a 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.”  (1 Kings 17:10-12)  
So what are you thinking at this point if you’re Elijah?  I’m thinking, “I walked 100 miles through a desert so I could watch a widow and her son have their last meal before they die?  God, is this the best plan you could come up with?  God, with all due respect, this is crazy!”

But that’s not what Elijah says, and that’s not how the story ends.  Here’s what happens:
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 bring it to me, and then make something for yourself and your son.  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 run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land.’”  She went away and did as Elijah told her.  So there was food every day for Elijah and 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.  (1 Kings 17:13-16)  
Notice that there’s another person in the story who is learning to trust God enough to take a chance – the widow.  Think of the risk Elijah asks her to take.  Elijah assures her that everything will be all right.  He tells her to go home and make a meal with the last bit of food she has.  But then he says this – make that meal and bring it to me.  Take your last little bit of food, don’t eat it yourself, don’t give it to your starving son, but instead bring it to me so I can eat it.  Then go back and make some more, because God has promised that you won’t run out of flour or oil.  God has promised that if you trust him enough to take a chance and feed me first, he will provide for all your needs.”

So what do you if you’re that widow?  You don’t know this guy.  You only have enough food for you and your son, and he’s telling you to give it to him.  There’s a word for this – crazy!  This is nuts.  But the guy seems to really believe what he’s saying.  And besides … what is there to lose?  If he is crazy, you’re only out one meal.  But if he’s right, you and your son will be saved. 
So she trusts enough to take a chance.  She gives away every scrap of food in her possession to a man she has just met, as an act of kindness, generosity and faith.  And when she takes a chance – and only when she takes a chance – God provides.  God could have done it the other way around.  God could have multiplied her flour and oil to make it easy for her to give out of her abundance, but God didn’t do that.  God said, “Give me all you’ve got, trust me enough to take a chance, and then in response to your act of faith I will give you all you need.”

Luke’s Gospel tells us about another very remarkable widow, another woman of great faith who had learned to trust enough to take a chance.  Jesus and the disciples were in the Temple courts when Jesus noticed this widow put two small copper coins into the treasury.  Do you remember what Jesus said?  “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put in more than all the others.  All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth, but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.” (Luke 21:3-4)  

Our natural inclination is to think, “When I’ve got more money, then I’ll give.  Then I’ll be generous.  Then I’ll share.  But right now I need every last cent I’ve got.”  And God says to us, “Trust me enough to take a chance.  I will provide for you – I promise.  But you’ve got to learn to trust me first.  When you take a chance by sharing what little you have and giving to those in need, then I will step in and multiply what you’ve got so that it’s more than enough.”
So I’m in seminary when the brook runs dry.  I find a job as a youth pastor in a small edge of inner city church in downtown Minneapolis.  The job pays enough money for me to pay for school and to pay back the government, but I still have a problem – I can’t afford to pay rent, and food is something of a luxury.  So how did I survive?  Through that little church I met an elderly widow, a woman who was hard of hearing and who had trouble seeing.  She lived in a very old house not far from the church, and had some room in her attic where I could stay.  I didn’t have to pay any rent.  I just had to help her shovel the snow and mow the grass, and most of all she wondered if a couple times a week I could eat dinner with her and talk to her.  She didn’t have much, but what she had she shared with me, and through her kindness and her generosity I made it through seminary.  And when I wake up in the middle of the night and wonder, “Am I crazy to believe God is going to provide for everything we need?” I think about that very crotchety but very generous elderly woman and I say, “OK God, I will trust you.”
Trust God To Make What You’ve Got All You Need
A few years after Elijah another wild and crazy prophet of God came along named Elisha.  You can read about Elisha in the book of 2 Kings.  Let me tell you about one of his experiences; see if it sounds at all familiar.  Elisha meets a widow who has two young sons and who is deep in debt.  For her, the brook has run dry.  She asks Elisha for help; here’s what happens:

Elisha replied to her, “How can I help you? Tell me, what do you have in your house?”

“Your servant has nothing there at all,” she said, “except a little oil.”

Elisha said, “Go around and ask all your neighbors for empty jars.  Don’t ask for just a few.  Then go inside and shut the door behind you and your sons.  Pour oil into all the jars, and as each is filled, put it to one side.”

She left him and afterward shut the door behind her and her sons.  They brought the jars to her and kept pouring.  When all the jars were full, she said to her son, “Bring me another one.”  But he replied, “There is not a jar left.”  Then the oil stopped flowing.  She went and told the man of God, and he said, “Go, sell the oil and pay your debts.  You and your sons can live on what is left.”  (2 Kings 4:2-7)  
Those great theologians the Rolling Stones once did a song that taught us a very valuable spiritual lesson – you can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometimes you might just find that you get what you need.  If you don’t remember the Rolling Stones you might have heard the cast of the TV show “Glee” sing that song a couple months ago.  Let me suggest a little bit of a spin on the theology of the Rolling Stones; maybe we’ll call it the theology of the Cornerstone.  Here it is – trust God to make what you’ve got all you need.  That’s the lesson God had for this poor single mother who was at the end of her rope – trust me to make what you’ve got all you need.  
All three of my kids are way past the math I learned in high school and college, but when I was in elementary school I was way better than anyone in my school at my multiplication tables.  I know you’ll find this hard to believe, but I was kind of a geeky kid.  I remember in 2nd and 3rd grade begging my Mom to quiz me on my multiplication tables.  Even today I’m quite a whiz on my 2s, 3s and 4s.  

But no one can come close to God when it comes to the powers of multiplication.  God can take our little and turn it into much.  God can take what we’ve got and multiply it so that it becomes all that we need.  It is not crazy to believe that God will provide for us.  Yes, it often looks crazy.  But that’s what we believe as followers of Jesus, and we believe it for good reason, because God has turned little into much for his followers over and over and over again.
Let me read you one more story from the life of Elisha.  A man comes to Elisha with 20 loaves of barley bread.  Elisha tells his servant to give that bread to the people in the town who have nothing to eat.  Here’s the story:

“How can I set this before a hundred men?” his servant asked.  But Elisha answered, “Give it to the people to eat.  For this is what the Lord says: ‘They will eat and have some left over.’”

Then he set it before them, and they ate and had some left over, according to the word of the Lord.  (2 Kings 4:42-44)
And what’s the moral of the story?  Trust God to make what you’ve got all you need.  When we give God what we’ve got, when we trust him enough to put it into his hands, God promises to make what we’ve got all we need.
By the way, does that story sound at all familiar to you?  Oh, you may have never read the book of 2 Kings in your life, but I bet that story still rings a bell. When we read the life stories of Elijah and Elisha, we read about one miracle after another.  But for the next 800 years, miracles are extremely rare in the land of Israel.  Why?  Because God’s people stopped trusting God.  They put their faith in Baal and other pretend gods.  But the prophets predicted that one day the Messiah would come and that when he did there would be miracles the land hadn’t seen since the days of Elijah and Elisha.  

So now it’s about the year 30 A.D.  Jesus has spent the day teaching large crowds.  When he’s done he notices that the people are hungry, so he tells his disciples to feed them.  “Feed them what?” they say.  As Philip puts it, “Even if we had eight months’ wages we couldn’t feed all these people.”  Well, if they don’t have enough bread to feed 5000 men, what do they have?  The disciples ask around and they find a one small boy who was smart enough to bring a lunch that day.  He’s got five small barley loaves and two small fish.  Barley loaves – where have we heard that before?
So what does Jesus do?  He asks to have the barley loaves and the fish.  And here’s the rest of the story:

Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted.  He did the same with the fish.  When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, “Gather the pieces that are left over.  Let nothing be wasted.”  So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten.  After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” (John 6:11-15)
A few years after we started this church I took a trip to Israel with my brother Dave.  There is a church on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee that sits on the traditional site where Jesus performed this miracle; the church is called the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes.  While the rest of our tour group explored the larger site, I sat in the middle of that church, right where there is an old mosaic on the floor of a small fish and some barley loaves, and I prayed for our church.  We’ve never been a big church.  We’ve never had thousands of people nor an abundance of money.  But I asked God to take what we had and make it enough, to multiply our resources and to use them to make a significant impact on our world.  I asked God if he would make what we’ve got all we need.  And as long as we as a church and as a family have trusted God enough to take a chance and to give him whatever we had, God has provided for us.  
So when I wake up in the middle of the night, and I can’t get the numbers to add up in my head the way I’d like them to, when I find myself feeling a little anxious, when I start to wonder if maybe I’m crazy to believe what we who follow Jesus believe, I think back to that 1600 year old little church on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, and I picture myself asking God to make what we’ve got all we need.  And then I remind myself of how many times God has done just what he said he would – how he provided for Elijah by sending ravens to bring bread and meat; how he provided for a widow by miraculously replenishing her jar of flour and her jar of oil; how he provided for a single mother by making oil keep flowing from what should have been an empty jar; how he turned 20 barley loaves into enough to feed 100 starving men; how he turned 5 barley loaves and two fish into enough to feed 5000 hungry men.  So no, if you trust God enough to take a chance, you’re not crazy.  If you trust God enough to make what you’ve got all you need, you’re not crazy.  And if that is crazy, well, then let me be crazy a little bit longer.  And let me invite you to join me in this crazy conviction that our God will make what we’ve got all we need.  
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