Sermon for the Second Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 7), Year C

Text: 1 Kings 19:1-15a

God is with you in your depression

“Reverse paranoia – everyone’s out to make you happy” said the graffiti. The myth of life as ”unending happiness” is both unhelpful and untrue. We all suffer losses of different kinds that make us sad and get us down. More people of all ages suffer from depression than we are aware of. Depression is the emotional equivalent of the common cold. Most of us are at some stage in our lives susceptible to it. To whatever degree of intensity we suffer it, or for whatever reasons, there is a way through the maze of depression. God has light at the end of the tunnel for you. With God, better days may be just around the corner, as you hand your depression over to Him. God’s Word says to us, “Cast all your cares on Him, because He cares for you (1 Peter 5:7).” 

Even pastors aren’t immune from bouts of debilitating depression. In his book, I Trust When Dark My Road, Pastor Todd Peperkorn gives a frank and honest account of how depression crippled his ministry. He was ashamed of how it made him weak and unable to do the work he previously enjoyed. The stress of having too much to do and not taking time off from work were major factors in causing his depression. He could no longer pray. But the words of Psalm 22:1 helped him: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning?” 
Only God’s promise that He will never abandon His people sustained Pastor Peperkorn. And when prayer is something you used to do, the Spirit of God prays for you. Todd found it helpful to remember that we suffer as God’s redeemed sons and daughters. He experienced with other Christians that depression cannot take your faith from you. It cannot rob you of the promises God made to you in your Baptism. Pastor Peperkorn’s depression has enabled him to minister more effectively to other depressed folk, and to listen more and to talk less.

A psychiatrist believes that “people of worth and value have depressions.” He has noticed that superficial folk rarely experience depression. Schwermut is the German word for depression. It means the courage to be heavy-hearted, the courage to deal with what’s difficult. There are some things we ought to be sad about, to grieve over. Depression can warn us that we’re getting into deep water. God uses it to slow us down, to pull us back so that we can take stock of what’s happening to us.

Depression can protect us from more stress and give us time to recover. Many of the great people in the Bible suffered from profound depression, people like Job, David, Jeremiah and Elijah. The heroes of the Bible often become depressed when we’d least of all expect it of them. Life’s like that: after our occasions of joy and success, we’re overwhelmed with a feeling of despondency and dejection. In today’s text, Elijah’s just had his greatest victory over the false prophets of Baal, when overcome with depression, he flees for his life. His earlier zeal and enthusiasm for God’s cause has totally gone. He’s had enough and wants to throw in the towel and resign from his ministry.

Overcome with self-pity, Elijah craves sympathy from God for what he thinks is the lonely battle he’s fighting for God all on his own. He thinks he is the only true believer left. God is about to tell him how wrong his perception of life is. But first, God ensures Elijah has what he badly needs – a good sleep! Sleep enables us to forget our worries for a while and that’s a great blessing. Next, God sees that Elijah has a good meal. Depression isn’t the time to fast. God works through what we might see as insignificant activities like food and rest to care for us when we’re depressed.

Then God asks his prophet, “What business is it of yours, being here, Elijah?” Instead of sulking on his own in self-pity, away from others, Elijah should be helping those in need of his ministry. Elijah had spent too much time on his own and this distorted his perspective on life. Not a word of his complaint in verse 10 accurately describes the current situation in Israel. Elijah answered God’s question to him, “I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.”  
When we’re depressed, we often magnify our problems so they appear insurmountable. We see things in black and white. We focus on one negative event and reject all the positive things in our life by saying “they don’t count”. Furthermore, in depression, we’re tempted to jump to conclusions that don’t do justice to the whole picture.  

Elijah felt free to take all his complaints to God. It’s better to take our complaints to God in prayer than to our family members or friends. God now lets Elijah see the true picture. He is not the only true believer left in the land. There are 7,000 left who too are faithful, many of whom are no doubt praying for Elijah. The situation is 7,000 times better than Elijah thought it was. Elijah had underestimated what God was doing behind the scenes. Elijah’s ministry was much more effective than he thought. God doesn’t want loners serving Him. We all need the company of fellow Christians, especially when we’re depressed, much more than we think we do. No one gets better without the healing presence of others. Jesus sent His disciples out to serve Him in twos so that if one was discouraged, the other could cheer him or her up.

Two is the lowest Christian denominator. Where two or three are gathered in Christ’s name, there He is in their midst. God doesn’t come to either Elijah or us in spectacular, earth-shaking ways, which sceptics can explain away. Instead, God addressed Elijah in a still, small voice. God’s quiet, gentle whisper moves Elijah more than any earthquake. “Be still and know that I am God (Psalm 46:10)” our Creator says to us. Today His gentle voice says to us, “Find rest, O my soul, in God alone; my hope comes from God. God alone is my rock and salvation. God is my fortress: I will not be shaken (Psalm 62:5-6).”

God’s Word, our greatest source of comfort when we’re depressed, says, “In returning [to God] and rest, you shall be rescued; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength (Isaiah 30:15).” Elijah had gone into the wilderness to seek the comfort of the past; God wants to use him to help change the present. God is at work in all sorts of unexpected places, right now, using the most unlikely people, even those suffering from depression, to bring the transforming message of His grace and mercy to those in desperate need of it. Our depression doesn’t limit what God can do in us and through us. The best prayer you can make is “Lord, help me.” When you acknowledge your helplessness and seek your Lord’s help, you can transcend your limitations. 
Much of our greatest art, church music, hymns and songs were composed by Christians suffering chronic depression. Luther gained many of his most profound insights while depressed. Luther felt he matured immensely through the bouts of depression that he experienced. Depression helped him to understand the Bible better and understand others with greater insight and sensitivity. Luther recalled one time of depression: “For more than a week, I was close to the gates of death and hell. I trembled in all my members. Christ was wholly lost. I was shaken by desperation.” As a result of his experience, Martin Luther advises us in his writings, that when we feel depressed, to “shun solitude, seek lively company, discuss irrelevant things. Listening to music, dancing or joking are especially helpful.”
Exercise is a great mood-changer, especially engaging in nature’s perfect medicine of walking. The good news Jesus imparts to you is that in Christ Jesus, God accepts you with your moods of depression and disappointment, your sullen sulkiness and self-pity. You are loved by your Saviour, despite these liabilities. The Gospel says Christ’s merits are big enough to make and keep you a Christian in the face of your depression and despondency, in the face of your impatience, fear of the future and lack of fervency in prayer. 
Offer your depression to Christ Jesus to bear fruit for Him that richly benefits and blesses others.  The actress Joan Blundell used a kitchen timer to get herself out of her depression. “I set the time for 6½ minutes to be lonely, and 22 minutes to feel sorry for myself. And then when the bell rings, I take a shower or a walk or a swim, or I cook something and think about something else.” She gained blessings from her depression.
May God use your down times to make you more sympathetic and sensitive to what others are suffering. The psychiatrist Karl Menninger was asked, “What would you advise a person to do if that person felt a nervous breakdown coming on? He replied, “Find someone in need, and then do something to help that person.” And when you’re depressed, pray for all those who are suffering depression with you. Then you will experience with the prophet Micah, “though I dwell in darkness, the Lord is my light (7:8).” 

With our Lord, the best is always ahead of us. That’s why we rejoice in our hope. “And may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may bound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (Romans 15:13).”

