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Elijah Under the Broom Tree 

For our Scripture reading this morning we’ll be continuing with our 
summer theme this year of the “Trees of the Bible,” whereby we’re 
spending 6 weeks studying some of the Bible stories that feature trees 
prominently—be it trees as key religious symbols and myths as in the Tree 
of Life and the Tree of Knowledge that we looked at from Genesis 1 the first 
week; or trees as more literal characters in the drama of the story, as in 
the Oaks of Mamre that we studied in week 2, the giant oaks under which 
Abraham and Sarah welcomed and hosted three strangers in what is the 
foundational story of hospitality for all three Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam); or trees as figures of poetry and metaphor, as in 
the scripture we looked at last week, Isaiah 55 which suggests that trees 
can teach us something about what it means to give glory to God, with that 
wonderful image the poet gives of “the trees of the field clapping their 
hands” in praise.  

For a little preview of where we’re headed next, next Sunday we’ll spend 
some time studying Jesus and trees, including the ways that trees figure in 
some of the parables of Jesus, and what his relationship with them as a 
carpenter might have been like…and then finally we’ll end in two weeks 
with one of the last images in the book of Revelation at the very end of the 
New Testament, where the symbol of the Tree of Life returns again as a 
emblem of the more beautiful future that God envisions for all things.  

For this morning though, we’ll be staying in the Old Testament or Hebrew 
Bible for one more week, as today we have the story of the prophet Elijah 
and the broom tree under which the prophet sleeps and finds rest and 
renewal. 

To set the scene here, Elijah was one of the key religious figures in Ancient 
Israel. We think he lived maybe around 900BC, and the stories about him 
present him as a particularly powerful prophet, or maybe better as a type 
of holy man or even a shaman or magic worker, as Elijah is traditionally 
seen as a type of pre-cursor to Christ in the ways that Elijah was said to 
perform certain miracles. The story that we’ll hear today comes right on 
the heels of one of Elijah’s moments of greatest success, as he had just won 
a great duel against all the other rival prophets of the time, and yet this 
moment of success turns quickly into his moment of greatest despair, as 
his success enrages the powers that be of his time, and particularly the 
Queen Jezebel to the point where the Queen chases the prophet out of town, 
and threatens him for his life. Our scripture then tells the story of what 
happened to the prophet when he was on the run for his life, and of how a 



solitary broom tree in the middle of the desert had a role to play in his 
survival. Our reading from 1 Kings 19:  

…………SCRIPTURE READING………. 

So Elijah, on the run for his life, and full of despair, heads off into the desert 
alone. I find myself wondering what he might have been thinking and 
feeling as he wandered off into the wilderness. Maybe something like that 
feeling of just not being good enough, that feeling when you give it your all 
and yet it doesn’t seem to amount to much. Or maybe that feeling of 
wondering what the purpose of it all is in a sometimes seemingly 
purposeless world, and particularly about what one’s own purpose or 
vocation is. I imagine Elijah wondering—if what I’ve been doing has lead me 
here, running for my life, alone in the desert, then what’s the point of it all 
really, what’s the meaning of this?   

And so at the depths of his existential crisis, he comes upon a solitary 
broom tree in the middle of the desert. He sits down in the shade under the 
tree, and he tells God that he’s had enough, that he’s at the end of his rope, 
that he’s ready to die.  

I find it interesting in this moment that God doesn’t respond to Elijah’s 
despair in a direct way, and doesn’t solve his problem by taking the despair 
away, but instead lets Elijah sit with it for awhile under the broom tree 
until he falls asleep, whereby, as we heard, an angel, or literally a 
messenger from God, visits the prophet, and in a dreamlike state, 
encourages the prophet to eat some bread and drink some water.  

Scholars think that that little detail about the bread baking on the hot coals 
might be a reference to one of the unique properties of the broom tree—
which to picture it it’s more like a dense desert shrub than a tall majestic 
tree—which is that the broom tree was then and still is famous for 
producing the hottest and longest lasting fires and coals in that desert area. 
In fact the Bedouins in the desert would trade broom tree coals as a type of 
currency because they were so valuable.  Wandering shepherds would even 
make a type of bed of coals, burying them under a few inches of sand, and 
then sleeping on that makeshift mattress to keep warm during the cold 
desert night. It’s interesting to ponder then, how the broom tree, like so 
many other tree species, can provide help for us vulnerable humans in so 
many varied ways, the broom tree here providing the prophet both shade 
and so cool from the desert sun, but also coals and so warmth during the 
desert night. It makes me think about trees as such a powerful images for 
the blessings of God, that like the broom tree for Elijah, God is “our refuge 
and strength, a very present help in times of need,” as Psalm 46 puts it.  

Another interesting detail in this scripture is that this first visit from the 
angel doesn’t solve the prophet’s problems immediately either, and so the 
prophet falls asleep again, only to have the angel visit again, again with 



food and water for strength for the body, but also this time with a message 
that speaks to the prophet’s spirit or soul, a message that the prophet 
needs to continue on his journey, that God isn’t done with him yet, which I 
imagine gives the prophet a life-saving renewal of his sense of purpose or 
vocation, a moment of inspiration and hope, and a moment when life takes 
on meaning again, like when you look out at the world and things shimmer 
with beauty again, as in one of the ancient legends about this scripture that 
says when the angel visited the prophet the second time, the broom tree 
burst into bloom,  with it’s fragrant, honey-scented white blossoms which 
indeed are famous for being one of the most beautiful sights in the deserts 
of the Middle East and North African from late winter to early spring, one 
of the first things to bloom and so a powerful symbol of renewal and new 
life.  

Thinking of the prophet here, in this moment when he literally has his life-
saved, his sense of meaning and purpose restored, and picturing the broom 
tree blooming in that moment….it’s a beautiful moment and I think it’s not 
unlike the legends of the Buddha who was said to be in a similar state of 
despair about the suffering and injustice of life, until he reached 
enlightenment while meditating under the Bodhi tree, a type of fig tree, 
and for 10 days after reaching enlightenment, the legends say, the Buddha 
stared with unblinking eyes of adoration and gratitude at the fig tree, 
which caused its leaves to take on their unique heart shape, like leaves of 
pure love.  

Two short poems also come to mind here thinking of Elijah under the 
broom tree. The Indian Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore has a short 
poem called “Silence My Soul,” – “Silence my soul, these trees are prayers./ 
I asked the tree, ‘Tell me about God’:/ then it blossomed.”  

And finally a well-loved one by the Kentucky farmer Wendell Berry that 
has a very Elijah-under-the-broom-tree feel to it for me, “The Peace of Wild 
Things.” 

When despair for the world grows in me 
and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, 
I go and lie down where the wood drake 

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 
I come into the peace of wild things 

who do not tax their lives with forethought 
of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 

And I feel above me the day-blind stars 
waiting with their light. For a time 

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free. 
 



One of the lessons that I’ve found myself drawing so far from this “Trees of 
the Bible” series is precisely what Berry talks about here, about how “when 
despair for the world grows in me,” as it certainly did for Elijah in our 
scripture, like Elijah, we could do worse than to spend some time near such 
a powerful expression of God’s creation as trees, which indeed like other 
aspects of creation might have many lessons to teach us about life, as we’re 
exploring these weeks, and which today, as we gather to worship under 
our own trees here, and as we think about Elijah under the broom tree, 
given shade when it was too hot, given warmth when it was too cold, given 
hope in a hopeless place, given his life back to him, his sense that God 
wasn’t done with him yet—I invite us to just spend a moment of silent 
prayer with these trees here this morning, receiving, like how their leaves 
receive energy from the sun, receiving the life-giving lessons God has for 
us today, God who like the broom tree in the desert for Elijah, is always 
“our refuge and strength, our very present help in times of need.”    

	  


