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Regenerative Despair 
I Kings 19:1-13 

 
 As many of you know, over the past spring and summer, I have muted 
my naturally effervescent enthusiasm of my beloved (should I say, 

amazing) Red Sox!  Given that they are in first place and winning at a 
remarkable, if not unprecedented, pace (at least as far as the franchise is 

concerned) and even though they routed and embarrassed their not-so-
beloved rivals from the Bronx last weekend, I have tried my best to 
maintain composure with a countenance of sobriety and, for this crowd 

most certainly, a diplomatic indifference.   
A dozen years ago or more, however, that was hardly the case.  From 

this very pulpit, I rudely displayed obnoxious zeal, especially after the Curse 
ended in October 2004, relishing as I was the unfamiliar and unexpected 

success of a team that routinely stole defeat from the jaws of victory.  Prior 
to that, I would offer endless banter and existential commentary on how 
ruinous it was to the soul of every Boston fan to place their perennial hopes 

in these Beantown Bunglers—they who would entice you like an ingénue 
early in the spring, only to rip your heart out like a ruthless harlot by late 

summer.  We, who piously believed at Easter hope would spring eternal, 
realized by Labor Day, we were utterly predestined for the Fall.  Then in 
2004 when the bedeviled Bosox shocked the Yankees and rest of the 

baseball world in the Series to end all Series, even Sisyphus himself began 
to realize fate is only a state of mind.  

Those under thirty don’t understand the chronic cynicism of their 
elders.  They possess entirely different reference points than those of us 

brought up during the dark ages.  They embrace a team that wins titles 
more frequently than almost any other in Major League Baseball!  They are 
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accustomed to unparalleled success, for the most part, even with a few last 
place finishes thrown in to keep things interesting and real.  They have no 

memory of the Curse of the Bambino, no recollection of Bill Buckner or 
Bucky Dent, no sense of angst from losing in the most improbable of ways.  

Their experiences and standards are of a higher order, i.e., the Red Sox 
somehow will find a way to win!  Should they not today, then they’ll win 

tomorrow.  The team won’t be denied or let us down.  Had such an 
optimistic claim been uttered before 2004, it would have been met with a 
shower of beer and vile curses!   

So, what we have is a severe discrepancy in experience and 
expectation—a case of clashing worldviews—of agony versus ecstasy—jaded 

skepticism versus unflappable optimism—two ends of the emotional 
spectrum that have become the disparate realities of Red Sox Nation. This 
team will either inspire you to the heights of the Prudential Tower or force 

you to throw yourself off the Tobin Bridge.  For many of us born in the dark 
ages, it will take a cosmic transformation before we will reflexively believe 

that even this season isn’t somehow going to end in disappointing disaster 
and despair.  Those of the Duck Boat era, however, dismiss such foolish 

pessimism, fully believing that nothing will get in the way of another World 
Series trophy.  They haven’t had their hearts cruelly broken nearly enough 
to guard themselves from crushing disappointment.  Youth or age, ecstasy 

or agony—therein lies the schizoid personality disorder of Red Sox Nation.  
 I will admit, being a fan of this team is akin to analyzing the entire 

psychological spectrum of human behavior and emotion.  Yet, one piece of 
advice affords us some useful perspective and wisdom: the ultimate nature 

of things isn’t what it appears to be in any given moment (even if it repeats 
itself generation after generation).  Everything changes, thus appreciate it 
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when things are good, because they won’t always be; be patient when 
they’re bad, because that, too, shall pass.  That’s applicable to many 

situations in life, in season and out of season.   
 Obviously, the harder of the two ends of the spectrum is having 

patience to cope with adversity when nothing appears to work out or 
change for the better.  That’s particularly difficult when you’re dealing with 

a personal setback or crisis or health condition that doesn’t seem to 
improve much or, perhaps, when your beliefs, values, and outlook conflict 
with the world around you—they don’t match what’s trendy or popular in 

the public square.  Consequently, you feel like you’re out-of-step with much 
of life.  If what is around you seems resistant to change or dismisses what’s 

important to you, so that it’s a struggle to hold onto hope or courage, then 
it’s easy to fall prey to despair.  Winning streaks are inspirational; 
unfortunately, losing streaks are not.  It’s dispiriting when you can’t turn 

things around toward any positive feeling or result.  That’s the nature of 
despair. 

 If left unaddressed, despair can become psychologically damaging—
even paralyzing, where a sense of relief comes not from going on, but 

instead by giving up.  A person in despair is clearly depressed and 
increasingly dysfunctional.  It can easily provoke a suicidal state of mind, 
which is why it’s classified as a clinical disorder.  But it is one that often has 

spiritual roots, along with noticeable spiritual effects, as it’s not just a lack 
of ambition or a chemical imbalance, but a loss of meaning and purpose.  

Despair gets reflected in an outlook of indifference, where life not only 
seems hard, but it is fruitless and empty, devoid of substance and 

significance.   
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Clinical and forensic psychologist, Stephen Diamond, wrote in 
Psychology Today a few years back discussing the spiritual aspects to 

despair.  He wrote: 
Clinical despair can be conceptualized as a profound and existential 
hopelessness, helplessness, powerlessness, and pessimism about life and the 
future.  Despair is a deep discouragement and loss of faith about one’s ability to 
find meaning, fulfillment, and happiness, to create a satisfactory future for 
oneself. 1 
 

In the article, Diamond drew upon the work of Viktor Frankl, the renowned 

psychotherapist and survivor of Nazi concentration camps, who focused 
much of his career on exploring meaningless suffering.  Frankl’s famous 
formula was this: D=S-M (Despair is Suffering minus Meaning).  Diamond 

made this reference because as a practicing psychotherapist, he is well 
aware of the limits of psychotropic medications that are routinely 

prescribed for those who are bipolar or in various states of depression.  He 
went on to say something rather remarkable for his field: 

Clinical despair is primarily a spiritual crisis.  This is not to say that despair is 
never a biochemical or physiological crisis, the temporary and most immediate 
remedy to which may be psychopharmacological intervention.  Only that the 
possibility of a patient’s clinical despair stemming from or expressing a spiritual 
crisis must always be carefully considered in the psychiatric treatment of 
depression… 
 Clinical despair, which often contains a kind of embitterment…, typically 
stems from chronically repressed anger or rage about how unfairly life has 
treated us, and how powerless and helpless we are to do anything constructive 
about it. …The patient suffering from clinical despair is deeply discouraged about 
the world and their ability to create the kind of life they desire.  They have all but 
given up.2 
 

I would add, the repressed anger shows up in a cynical attitude, a jaded 
outlook on life, a pessimistic view on how things will work out for the 

																																																													
1	 Stephen	 Diamond,	 Ph.D.,	 “Clinical	 Despair:	 Science,	 Psychotherapy	 and	 Spirituality	 in	 the	 Treatment	 of	
Depression”,	Psychology	Today,	May	4,	2011.	
2	Ibid.	
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person, and often, as said earlier, a distinct indifference toward that which 
and those whom they once cared about. 

 I raise this matter to preface our exploration of this story from I Kings 
about the prophet Elijah.  As significant as this man was in the biblical 

narrative and Israel’s history, his life (as is the case, I think, for many social 
prophets) was marked by episodes of great despair and questioning of 

purpose.  Social prophets, at any time in history, take on assignments that 
are daunting to begin with, i.e., to challenge their world with a moral logic 
and set of values not widely embraced by their contemporaries.  Standing 

up for what is right and just, when it seems as if all the world thinks 
otherwise, is always a vulnerable and lonely place to be.  Gadflies, 

whistleblowers, visionaries, social activists, troublemakers, or prophets—
whatever they are called—struggle with despair and meaninglessness 
somewhere along the way because they are not widely understood, 

including Jesus.  Success, at least by the world’s metrics, is not something 
to which they’re accustomed. 

 Elijah’s despair was obvious to the biblical storyteller.  Elijah had 
been calling out King Ahab and Queen Jezebel for their regime’s 

corruption, their injustices, their immorality, and their betrayal of Israel’s 
covenant with God.  Anyone else like Elijah had already been arrested and 
likely exiled or executed for betraying the throne.  As we pick up the story, 

Elijah is the last one standing, at least in the drama of the moment.  He fled 
Jerusalem because there was a bounty out on his head.   

After a day fleeing into the wilderness, Elijah began to reckon with his 
vulnerable state, complaining to God and resigning himself to his inevitable 

death.  His life, as he saw it, was over, nothing but isolation or suffering lay 
ahead of him.  Enveloped with despair, Elijah fell asleep until he is 
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awakened by some messenger of God, who encouraged him to regain his 
strength by getting something to eat.  Suddenly, like manna from heaven, 

food was found to sustain him.   
The biblical writer was quite intentional to parallel Elijah’s story with 

that of the Israelites in the wilderness, not only in divine providence and 
presence, but in where he would go.  Still in fear for his life, Elijah fled to 

Mt. Horeb/Sinai and hid in a cave—the same cave where, according to 
tradition, Moses had met YHWH generations earlier.  In his despondency, 
Elijah intuited a conversation with the Lord, revealing his state of mind. 

Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, “What are you doing here, Elijah?   
He answered, “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.” 

 
In desperation, Elijah continued with the internal conversation, as he 
wrestled with the meaning and purpose of his failed assignment and 
condition.  He lost credibility as a prophet because nothing had changed—

no one listened to his prophetic word.  His life, as it seemed in that 
moment, had become pointless. 

Here in the place where Moses had engaged the Lord and boldly went 
forth to lead the Israelites through the wilderness, Elijah instead felt the 

opposite: he had no clear inspiration.  Somewhere in this setting, God must 
be revealed, if God was at all real.   

First, Elijah looked for God in the traditional Hebrew imagery of 

ruach—a mighty and fierce wind, “so strong that it was splitting mountains 
and breaking rocks in pieces…”.  Overwhelming and frightening, the mighty 

wind should have revealed the presence of the Spirit.  It was a classic 
demonstration of divine power.  But for Elijah, it was devoid and empty of 

meaning.  Nothing changed.  The presence of God was not found there. 
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Then, there came an earthquake, powerful enough to rattle the entire 
landscape and destroy everything that existed.  But, again, the presence of 

God was not found there.   
Then, Elijah looked for YHWH in a raging fire!  Surely, God must be 

found there, for that was often the medium through which the divine Spirit 
was revealed to Moses.  Likewise, fire from heaven was Elijah’s striking 

evidence of God to the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel.  Certainly, that was 
where God would be found.  But no.  None of the old tricks in the bag 
brought any sense of a divine presence or meaning.  In all of the standard 

ways Israel sensed the power and presence of God, in that very low 
moment, God was not to be found.  That truly was the ultimate sign of his 

failure.  Even God had given up on Elijah and on Israel.  In his deep 
despair, Elijah the prophet could not sense the Spirit of God. 
All that was left was silence—empty silence—Israel’s silence, Elijah’s 

silence, YHWH’s silence.  Spiritual nothingness.   
Then, like the call of a solitary bird in early morning came a small, 

quiet divine voice within Elijah.  The silence was not spiritual 
abandonment, but instead the place where God met Elijah in his 

despondency.  God met Elijah in his most futile, powerless state in a 
powerless way, as if God waited until Elijah had reached this point before 
he could hear something new.  “What are you doing here, Elijah?” with all 

the shades of meaning that question posed. 
Spiritual emptiness is the birthplace of hope and for something new.  

When you reach a place of emptiness, then eventually it will be filled with 
something you need, even if it’s not something you want.  As Diamond 

commented through his clinical lens: 
Sometimes clinical despair, it seems, must simply be endured, patiently accepted, 
tolerated and suffered through with the stabilizing and supportive presence…of a 
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compassionate therapist until it eventually turns into something else: courage, 
hope, joy, love, rage, passion, spirituality, faith or creativity… Moving through 
this excruciating process can be likened to both a terrifying death of one’s old self, 
and a birth of the new self, with despair being the prolonged pregnancy and 
painful labor. 3  
 

This makes sense to me in this story and in life.  
Elijah had to allow his old life and outlook to grow silent and empty 

before he could be ready to hear something new.  He had to let go of trying 
to be Moses, so he could begin being Elijah.  Clinically and spiritually, the 

emptiness of despair can be regenerative of something new and good, if we 
patiently await that to happen.  It may take a long time for things to turn 
around, but it will eventually process through to provide a new way and a 

new hope, which becomes more evident as the process is allowed to 
continue.   

Even though despair seems paralyzing and endless, it is meant to be 
regenerative, as there is a constant movement in the soul, like the waters of 
a river that continually change, like the turning over of the soil in the 

springtime following the winter’s frozen state, so new seeds can sprout.  In 
season and out of season, from death comes life, and the beginning of a new 

hope and new purpose.  That is a natural process in the course of life—the 
dynamism that is ongoing, known or unknown to the human heart and eye, 

will lead to a new turn in the cycle across the spectrum that lies between its 
opposite ends of ecstasy and agony—confidence and doubt—assurance and 
fear—inspiration and indifference—joy and despair.  No one gets to remain 

in one place forever to set as a permanent standard or expectation, because 
life changes us and changes all around us.  That is a given and that is a 

																																																													
3	Ibid.	
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mercy—a divine mercy—one that allows the passage of time to lead us to an 
entirely new place.   

Soren Kierkegaard put it this way: “It belongs to the imperfection of 
everything human that [humans] can only attain [their] desire by passing 

through its opposite.”  Ecstasy finds its meaning for those who have already 
known agony, and agony to those who have experienced ecstasy.  Such are 

the polarities of meaning in life--from birth to death and from death to 
birth—and often it is somewhere in between where we best sense God 
enough to trust the divine presence in all places, so we may then follow our 

hearts and pursue the timeless and tested ways of wisdom. 
     The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
     Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
     12 August 2018 

  
  


