Sunday 20th June 2010, 3rd after Trinity. Canongate Kirk.
I Kings 19:15
The Lord said to him “Go back…”
It’s almost exactly four years since my induction as minister of Canongate Kirk, on 22nd June 2006. Last night’s city-centre Moonwalk was a vivid – and at 1am this morning a rather noisy - reminder of the night four years ago when I had literally just moved into the Manse and suddenly found ten thousand women marathon-walking past the gates raising money for various breast cancer charities, wearing what can only be described as psychedelic bras and proving beyond all shadow of a doubt that I was no longer in charge of a quiet country parish! 
At the point where we rejoined Elijah’s story this morning, in the nineteenth chapter of the First Book of Kings he had completed something of a series of moonwalks himself after marathon-walking forty days and forty nights to Horeb, the holy mountain of God. And although he had reached his destination, just this last night had been a particularly restless one, spent pacing backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards in a cave on the mountain side. He would have had little chance of sleep for he had much on his mind. When he had heard of Jezebel’s intention to have him put to death he had fled for his life. And no wonder. Just last week we were reminded of another episode when Jezebel had promised her husband King Ahab that she would arrange for him to have the vineyard denied him by its owner Naboth of Jezreel. If she could have Naboth immediately and ruthlessly stoned to death so that the palace gardens could be extended, and she did, how much more likely was Jezebel to carry out her promise to avenge Elijah’s destruction of her own prophets of Baal? -  “The gods do the same to me and more, unless by this time tomorrow I have taken your life as you took theirs”. 
Elijah must have felt he hardly deserved this fate. In answer to the Lord’s question “Why are you here?” he replies simply “Because of my great zeal for the Lord the God of Hosts. The people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, torn down your altars, and put your prophets to the sword. I alone am left, and they seek to take my life”. Elijah is clearly at the end of his tether but however alone he feels he is not left abandoned by his Lord, the God of Hosts. Though he might have felt that even God had deserted him when he could not find him in the earthquake or the wind or the fire that so dramatically surrounded the cave in which he cowered. It was only thanks to the faint murmuring sound, the still small voice of calm, that Elijah knew that God was still with him and still had work for him to do, still had challenges for him to face. When Elijah heard it, that faint murmuring sound, he wrapped his face in his cloak and went out and stood at the entrance to the cave. The Lord said to him “Go back by way of the wilderness of Damascus, enter the city and anoint Hazael to be king of Aram…” The Lord said to him “Go back…”
Our text could be drawn just as easily, and just as appropriately, from our Gospel reading, where after curing the man possessed by demons “Jesus sent him away: Go back home, he said, and tell them what God has done for you”. The Lord said to him “Go back…” Here too the instruction to “Go back” comes after a period of calm following a time of frenzy and panic. When the people came out to see what had happened, St Luke tells us, when they came to Jesus they found the man from whom the demons had gone out sitting at his feet clothed and in his right mind. It had been a very different story earlier on, when the demons had gripped him and driven him to break his chains and fetters and rampage in the wilderness. But now that the demons had gone over the edge of the cliff with the herd of pigs, all was suddenly quiet. If anything a faint murmuring sound as the man came to terms with his cure, with his sudden sense of calm after the earthquake, wind and fire of his possession. Like Elijah the last thing he wanted to do was go back, he wanted to go on with Jesus and begged him to let him join him in the boat as he made to depart. But Jesus would not let him. “Go back”, he said, “go back home and tell them what God has done for you”. The Lord said to him “Go back…” I don’t suppose it’s what Elijah wanted to hear either if truth be told. He would rather have gone in any direction but back, back whence he’d come, back towards the dreaded Jezebel and all that she represented. But the effect of the voice of calm, the stillness of the presence of the Lord stayed with him, and he went back and in due course he entered the city and anointed Hazael to be king of Aram and fulfilled all that the Lord had asked of him. As did the man once possessed by demons. “The man went all over the town proclaiming what Jesus had done for him”. The Lord said to him “Go back…”
“Other Men’s Flowers” is an anthology of poetry compiled by one of my great heroes. Lord Wavell started his career as an officer in The Black Watch and finished as a Field Marshal in the Army and Viceroy of India. And he concluded his wartime collection of favourite poems with a poem of his own, a sonnet inspired by a painting he had once admired and never forgotten, entitled the Madonna of the Cherries, and it 

goes like this:

Dear Lady of the Cherries, cool, serene,

Untroubled by our follies, strife and fears,

Clad in soft reds and blues and mantle green,

Your memory has been with me all these years.

Long years of battle, bitterness and waste,

Dry years of sun and dust and Eastern skies,

Hard years of ceaseless struggle, endless haste,

Fighting ‘gainst greed for power and hate and lies.

Your red-gold hair, your slowly smiling face

For pride in your dear son, your King of Kings,

Fruits of the kindly earth, and truth and grace,

Colour and light and all warm lovely things –

For all that loveliness, that warmth, that light,

Blessed Madonna, I go back to fight.
The Lord said to him “Go back…” Go back to fight, to face whatever challenges lie ahead, to listen for the still small voice of calm speaking through the earthquake, wind and fire, to find serenity through our follies, strife and fears. 
The Lord said to him “Go back…”

And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen.
