In Balance

A grandfather watches, with loving tenderness, his
little grandson who is playing in a paddling pool, on
a warm Summer day. The child looks at his belly
button, and seems fascinated by it. When the little
boy looks up and sees that his grandfather is
watching him, he points at his belly button and says,
slightly irritated: ‘go’.

The little boy sees it as an annoying unevenness,
an awkward bump on the smooth surface of his
tummy. It disturbs him, so it must go. His granddad
tries to explain that it's part of his belly. But the child
insists: it must go.

With the same insistence, Paul urges God to
remove the thorn in his flesh. But just as there is a
reason why the little boy, and his grandfather and
all of us, have a belly button, God had his reason
for keeping the thorn in Paul’s flesh.

God knows that zeal is very prone to overstepping
His boundaries. And Paul was very zealous .
Therefore the thorn in Paul’s flesh was kept, by
God, to keep Paul ‘from being too elated.’ (2
Corinthians 12:7) Being too elated can have
disastrous consequences.

Paul had been persecuting followers of Jesus. What
drove Paul to do what he did as a well-educated,
Pharisee, was his conviction that God stood on the



side of the Law; the Law which was God’s Law in
which it says that a man crucified as a criminal, as
Jesus was, was condemned. We see this in
Deuteronomy (21:22)

...a hanged man is cursed by God.

Jesus and his followers clashed with the Law.
That’s how it undoubtedly was in the mind of Paul.
He saw that opposition to the law and therefore to
its Giver, as his justification to persecute and
destroy followers of Jesus.

In our New Testament reading Paul refers to his
former life in Judaism; to how he persecuted the
church of Jesus Christ violently, and how he tried to
destroy it.

Blaire Pascal, a French Christian Philosopher,
amongst many other things that he was, says

‘Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as
when they do it from religious conviction’

Paul did exactly that evil...until God intervened.
Until God intervened by revealing His Son Jesus to
Paul. No one, but God Himself revealed Jesus
Christ to Paul. It was an encounter in which no one
else was involved. Only God and Paul. And
because that was so, it says in our passage, that
Paul did not immediately consult with anyone; nor
did he go up to Jerusalem to the apostles. Paul did,
initially, not share that revelation with anyone. But



then, from within the spirit that God had given to
Paul, Paul preached the gospel to the Gentiles; the
non-Jews.

In our NT passage we find Paul rebuking the
Galatian churches regarding the issue of the ‘truth
of the gospel’.

Now, unlike us, the Galatians knew straight away
what Paul meant with ‘a different gospel'.

The different gospel that is referred to by Paul is the
gospel that, at the time, was preached by a group of
men that confused the Galatians. They troubled the
Galatians in that they made them think that they
were required to submit to circumcision. Unless
they did that, they would not be saved.

So by addressing and rebuking those who chose to
turn to this ‘different gospel’, Paul addressed and
denied the message that the Grace of God was
limited to those who were circumcised.

This ‘different gospel’ violated the good news that
God’s Grace was for both Jews and non-Jews.

God’s Grace has always been and will always be
for the whole world. And within this Grace there is
no room for violence.

The same violence that once was used by Paul to
eliminate the believers in Christ, was used by the



prophet Elijah, after Baal was defeated by God. The
last verse of our Old Testament passage reads,

‘And Elijah said to them, seize the prophets of Baal;
let not one of them escape. And they seized them.
And Elijah brought them down at the brook of
Kishon and slaughtered them there.

Is that the end of the story...? The defeat of Baal
and victory for the God of Israel...? No, it’s not.

God sends rain, in a time of famine. Water comes
from heaven, from which food and therefore life
could come again, in the midst of the darkness of
death.

But what about the slaughtering of the prophets of
Baal by Elijah? Does Elijah get a pat on his
shoulder from God for doing this? It's easy to
understand that the violence by Paul against the
followers of Christ was stopped by God. But the
violence against those who do not follow our Lord
God, is that not ok....?

Elijah’s story tells that the slaughtering of the
prophets of Baal has consequences in the revenge
from the Baal followers, who are now after Eljjah’s
life.

So Elijah flees. He is terrified. In that spirit, the spirit
of fear and tiredness Elijah goes into the wilderness
where after a night’s sleep under a tree, an angel

appears to him; where Elijah gets food and water to



give him strength for the journey that lies ahead. A
journey of forty days and forty nights takes him to
the cave on the Mount Sinai. There, where once
Moses stood to receive the Ten Commandments,
the voice of God comes to him:

‘What are you doing here, Elijah? (1 Kings 19:9)
Elijah answers:

‘I have been very jealous for the Lord...(1 Kings
19:10)

And then the Lord passes by...and there was a
great and strong wind that tore the mountains and
broke in pieces the rocks ,but the Lord was not in
the wind...(1 Kings 19:11)

Then after the wind, an earthquake, but the Lord
was not in the earthquake. And after the earthquake
a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire...

Then the sound of a low whisper. To this sound
Elijah replies by wrapping his face in his cloak and
going out and standing at the entrance of the cave.

It is this low whisper that activates Elijah, not the
violent forces of nature. It is that soft sound that you
can only hear if you listen to it, that makes Elijah
move into the Spirit of God

Then the voice asks Elijah again:

‘What are you doing here, Elijah?



Elijah answers again
‘I have been very jealous for the Lord...

Jealousy was behind Elijah’s act of slaughtering
Baal’s prophets. The close connection of ‘jealousy’
and ‘zealotry’ are evident in Hebrew word ‘kana’
which means both ‘jealous’ and ‘zealous’.

But once Elijah has given his ‘jealousy’ and
‘zealotry’ to God, a way forward is given to Elijah.
This is God’s way forward: Return to the place you
have left Elijah, and appoint your
successor...Appoint your successor. | will continue
my work in your successor.

In God’s response to Elijah’s jealousy and zealotry,
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks discerns a criticism on
zealotry.

Jonathan Sacks says that zealotry does not
understand that the real battles are the ones that
take place in the mind and soul. It is those battles,
the ones that take place within us, that can change
the world because they change us.

When religion becomes an earthquake, a whirlwind
or a fire, it can no longer hear the ‘still, small voice
of God summoning us to freedom.

When we let the things, that we want God to do for
us, allow to become loud noises, we don’t hear the
‘still, small voice’. When God answers our prayer,



often we don’t hear and see it, as it has not
happened in the way we had asked for. Is it also not
so that we, when we get what we asked for, we
tend to want more...?

Elijah got the rain he needed for the people that had
asked for, but he still killed the prophets of Baal.

We are not asked to add to what God wants from
us. He won’t love us more if we do. He keeps things
in balance, but not in a way that we would do it or
prefer. We can leave the balancing to God'’s
wisdom.

We are called to let God’s Love penetrate our
hearts and souls, so that it can determine our
thinking, our speaking, and our acting. Then we are
able to do what we have to do in a way that keeps
us within His boundaries.

For His soft voice of Love, has reasons that the
voice of reason, does not understand.

Amen






