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Before You Begin


Thirty days with Elisha

Elisha is the prophet people tend to forget. His teacher, Elijah, gets the fire from heaven and the chariot in the whirlwind. Elisha gets the ordinary emergencies. A group of poor students whose meeting house is too small. A pot of stew that turns out to be poisoned during a famine. Twenty loaves of barley bread and a hundred hungry men. A borrowed tool lost in a river. A city under siege where food costs more than anyone can pay.

Read the chapters about him in 2 Kings and you notice how often the problem is money, or the lack of it. The first miracle in chapter 4 is for a widow whose creditor is coming to take her two sons as slaves to pay her late husband's debt. A little later a wealthy woman in Shunem gives up her land during a famine and has to go to the king to ask for it back. A foreign general arrives with a fortune in silver and gold, and Elisha refuses to take a shekel of it, while his own servant runs down the road to collect some for himself. In the middle of it all a young man stands on a riverbank and cries out because the axe head he was using has fallen into the water, and it was not even his. It was borrowed.

Over thirty days this book reads those stories. It begins at the river where the iron sank and moves through the house in Shunem, the famine at Gilgal, the healing of Naaman and the greed of Gehazi, the long siege of Samaria, the four men at the city gate who decided they were done sitting still, and the day the Shunammite woman got her land back. It ends at Elisha's grave.



Who this book is for

This book is for people whose money has stopped working. Some of you have just been laid off, or have heard that your plant or office is closing. Some of you are working, but the paycheck no longer covers the bills, and the credit cards have been filling the gap for longer than you want to admit. Some of you are sitting with a stack of envelopes you have not opened. Some of you owe a hospital, a car lender, a payday lender, the IRS, or your own parents. Some of you are the spouse who did not know how bad it was until last week.

You are not alone, and you are not the only one at your church who is hiding it. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported in August 2026 that American households owed $18.77 trillion at the end of June 2026, including $1.26 trillion on credit cards, and that 4.7 percent of all outstanding household debt was in some stage of delinquency. About 137,000 people had a new bankruptcy added to their credit reports in those three months alone. The Federal Reserve Board's survey of household finances, published in May 2026, found that only 63 percent of adults would cover a sudden $400 expense with cash or its equivalent. In that survey, 7 percent of adults said they had been laid off in the previous year, and 42 percent said that finding or keeping a job was a concern for them, up from 37 percent a year earlier. Through the end of September 2026, the outplacement firm Challenger, Gray & Christmas counted 573,195 job cuts announced by American employers.

Behind every one of those numbers is a kitchen table with a pile of bills on it.

The story in this book follows a maintenance mechanic in his forties in a small Indiana river town whose factory closes. Your story may be different. You may be a nurse, a programmer, a teacher, a trucker, a small business owner, or a retiree whose savings did not stretch. You may be single, or a single parent, or caring for a parent. Where the details are different, keep the questions and leave the rest.



What this book will and will not say

This book will say that losing a job is a real loss, and that grief, anger, and shame are normal responses to it. It will say that debt is not a moral category, that owing money does not make you a bad person, and that it is still right to deal honestly with the people you owe. It will say that asking for help is an act of faith and not a failure of it, that God cares about rent and groceries and the car payment, and that the God of Elisha has a long habit of meeting people at the exact place where they lost something.

This book will not tell you that if you give enough, pray enough, or believe enough, God will make you rich. It will not promise that your job will come back, that your debt will be forgiven, or that every story ends with more than it started with. It will not tell you which debts to pay first, whether to file for bankruptcy, or what to do with a retirement account. Those decisions belong to you, with the help of people who are trained and licensed to give that kind of advice. It will tell you how one invented family made their decisions, and why, and what it cost them. The iron floated once, at the Jordan. Most of the time, God's help comes through stranger and slower means: a phone call, a neighbor, a bag of flour, a counselor across a desk, a job that is not the job you wanted.



How a day works

Each day takes about fifteen or twenty minutes. If your day has already used you up, read the passage and the prayer and go to bed. That is enough.


	The passage. A reading from the Berean Standard Bible, from the stories of Elisha in 2 Kings 4 through 13.

	Mentor and Student. A conversation between a retired bank manager who was widowed with three children and a pile of debt at thirty-three, and a younger man who has just lost his job. Their conversations run in order across about thirteen months.

	Reflection. What the passage meant in ancient Israel and what it may mean at your kitchen table.

	Today's Practice. One concrete thing to do before tomorrow. Some practices are about money. Many are about people.

	Lift It Out. One sentence to carry through the day, named for what Elisha told the young man after the iron floated: "Lift it out" (2 Kings 6:7).

	Prayer. A short prayer to pray as it is or to use as a starting point.

	Journal. Questions to write about, or to talk through with your spouse, a friend, a counselor, or a group.



You do not have to read on consecutive days. The two people in the story meet on Thursday mornings, and you may want to read that way too. On the days when you cannot read at all, the book will keep.



The Mentor and the Student

The Mentor is Arletta Gaines, born June 3, 1950, in Halcott, a small town on the Ohio River in southern Indiana, in Kessinger County. In 1970 she married Winfred Gaines, who worked on towboats pushing barges up and down the Ohio. They had three children: Octavia, Cedric, and Percy. On Wednesday, March 14, 1984, Win was killed in an accident on the deck of a towboat near the Cannelton locks. Arletta was thirty-three. Her children were twelve, nine, and four. Win left her a house with a second mortgage on it, a finance company loan, two store charge accounts, and a funeral bill. For three years she cleaned the offices of Halcott Farmers Bank at night. In 1987 the branch manager, Truett Crane, hired her as a teller. She became a loan officer in 1996 and branch manager in 2004, and she retired in June 2015. In February 2009, after the financial crisis and a wave of layoffs in the county, she started Borrowed Jars, a free money-coaching ministry that meets at Ferry Street Missionary Baptist Church, where she has been a member all her life.

The Student is Jared Pelfrey, born April 9, 1984, in Halcott. He went to work at Halcott Range Works, which has made kitchen ranges in the town since 1956, in June 2007, and for nineteen years he was a maintenance mechanic there. He is married to Renae Pelfrey, born Renae Moody, who drives a school bus for Kessinger County Schools. They have three children: Harley, who is fifteen when the story begins, Colt, who is eleven, and Lainey, who is seven. They live in a brick ranch house on Pawpaw Street that they bought in 2013. Renae's parents, Vernon and Phyllis Moody, live four miles out of town. Vernon is a retired lineman for the electric co-op.

On Thursday, October 1, 2026, Tarrant Home Brands, which bought Halcott Range Works in 2019, announced that it would close the plant and move production to Tennessee. Four hundred and twelve people worked there. The last shift ran on Friday, January 15, 2027.

The story begins six days later, on Thursday, January 21, 2027, at nine in the morning, in the church library at Ferry Street Missionary Baptist Church, where Renae has signed her husband up for Borrowed Jars without quite telling him. After that, Arletta and Jared meet most Thursday mornings for a little more than a year. The conversations can be read aloud by two people, one taking Arletta's part and one taking Jared's.



Reading with a group

The six parts of this book fit six weekly meetings of a church group, a job-seekers' group, a Sunday class, or a few friends. Appendix D gives questions and notes for leaders. Appendix A gathers practical help: the first thirty days after a job loss, unemployment benefits, health coverage, talking with the people you owe, your rights with debt collectors, medical bills, nonprofit credit counseling and debt management plans, scams to avoid, bankruptcy, gambling, and where to call. Appendix B is for the friends, families, and churches around a household in crisis. Appendix C gives background on Elisha and his world.



A word about the hard parts

The story in this book includes a plant closing, a child's emergency surgery and the bill that came after it, a husband who hides a missed payment from his wife, a gambling loss, a fraudulent benefit claim and what it took to make it right, a church that could not help, and a man who began to think his family would be better off without him. If one of these is too close to where you are right now, skip ahead and come back later. If you are thinking about suicide, please stop reading and call or text 988 now. Money trouble is one of the most common things people say to crisis counselors, and they will not be surprised by yours.



If faith is an open question for you

You do not need to share this book's faith to read it. Money trouble can make prayer feel useless, and some readers will come to these pages tired of being told that God will provide by people whose bills are paid. Read the passages, push back on the reflections, and bring your questions. The king of Israel, standing on the wall of a starving city, said out loud, "Why should I wait for the LORD any longer?" (2 Kings 6:33). His question was not removed from the Bible. It was answered the next day.





Part One: The Borrowed Axe Head

Near the middle of the stories about Elisha there is a small scene that most readers skip. A group of poor prophets go down to the Jordan to cut logs for a new meeting house. One of them swings an axe, the iron head flies off the handle and sinks in the river, and he cries out, "Oh, my master," and then, "it was borrowed!" (2 Kings 6:5). Elisha asks him where it fell, throws a stick into the water at that spot, and the iron comes up to the surface. Then he tells the young man to reach down and take it.

These five days stay on that riverbank. They follow Jared Pelfrey through his first five weeks with Arletta Gaines, from the week after his plant closed through the first hard lists, the first severance check, and the first phone calls to the people he owes.

If your job loss or your money trouble is new, this part is for you. You do not have to understand everything yet. You do not have to have a plan for the next five years. You only have to show someone where it fell.






Day 1: The Place Is Too Small

The first thing the prophets did with their problem was say it out loud, together.


1Now the sons of the prophets said to Elisha, “Please take note that the place where we meet with you is too small for us. 2Please let us go to the Jordan, where each of us can get a log so we can build ourselves a place to live there.” “Go,” said Elisha. 3Then one of them said, “Please come with your servants.” “I will come,” he replied. — 2 Kings 6:1–3




Mentor and Student

Mentor: You must be Jared. Come in out of the cold. I'm Arletta Gaines. Hang your coat on that chair, the hooks fell off the wall in about 1998 and nobody has put them back. There's coffee in the percolator. It's terrible, but it's hot.

Student: I'm all right. Look, I want to be upfront with you. My wife signed me up for this. I saw the card on the fridge last night. I'm not real sure what it is.

Mentor: Renae called me on Monday. She said you'd say that.

Student: She said this was a budgeting class. I don't need a budgeting class. I'm not stupid with money. I made good money for nineteen years.

Mentor: I believe you. It isn't a class. There's a class on Thursday nights, if you ever want it, but this is just me and you at a table once a week, for as long as it helps. Nobody grades anything. I don't sell anything. I'm not going to ask to see your bank statements today. I'm a retired bank manager who used to be a widow with three kids and a stack of bills she couldn't pay. That's my whole qualification.

Student: Renae said you ran the Farmers Bank.

Mentor: The Halcott branch. Eleven years as manager, twenty-eight years in the building. Before that I mopped the floors in it at night. So you could say I've seen it from both ends.

Student: Huh.

Mentor: You were at the Range Works.

Student: Maintenance. Twenty years in June. Well, it would have been. Last Friday was the last shift. They ran Line Three till two in the afternoon and then they shut it down, and the plant manager stood at the time clock and shook everybody's hand. Some of the guys took pictures with their phones. I didn't. I just went out to the truck and sat there for about an hour. I didn't want to drive home.

Mentor: Why not?

Student: Because when I got home it'd be true. Does that make sense?

Mentor: It makes all the sense in the world. My husband Win worked the towboats. When he was killed, I didn't take his work boots off the back porch for two years. As long as they were sitting there, some part of me figured he was coming back for them.

Student: I'm sorry. Renae told me you lost your husband. I didn't know how.

Mentor: March of 1984. A cable snapped on the deck of a towboat down by the Cannelton locks. I was thirty-three. The kids were twelve and nine and four. And about three weeks after the funeral, the phone started ringing at suppertime. A finance company in Evansville, a furniture store, the bank where we had the second mortgage. I didn't even know about the second mortgage. Win had taken it out to buy a bass boat and a truck. He meant to tell me. So I know a little bit about sitting in a vehicle not wanting to go home.

Student: Is that why you do this?

Mentor: That's why I started it. In 2009 the glass plant out on the highway laid off three hundred people, and I kept seeing them come into the bank. Men I'd gone to school with. Women who used to sit next to me in choir. They'd ask about a loan, and I'd look at their numbers and know a loan was the last thing they needed. So I talked to my pastor, and we started meeting in this room. We call it Borrowed Jars.

Student: Like the story?

Mentor: You know it?

Student: I went to Bible school when I was a kid. The lady with the oil. She borrows all the jars from the neighbors and the oil keeps coming.

Mentor: That's the one. Second Kings, chapter 4. She was a widow, too, and her creditor was coming to take her two boys. And the thing I noticed, when I was the widow with the creditor, is that the miracle didn't start until she went next door and asked. She had to tell her neighbors she was in trouble. That about killed me, telling people. But that's where the oil came from.

Student: I'm not going around asking the neighbors for anything.

Mentor: I'm not asking you to. Not today. But I want to read you a different story from the same prophet. It's short. A bunch of young men who studied with Elisha came to him and said, the place where we meet with you is too small for us. And they said, let's go to the river and each of us get a log and build a place to live. And one of them said, please come with us. And Elisha said, I will come.

Student: The place got too small for me, all right. They shut it.

Mentor: That's what I want you to notice, though. Before they did anything else, they said it out loud. The place is too small. Our situation doesn't work anymore. They didn't pretend. And then they asked somebody to come with them. They were still going to have to cut their own logs. Elisha didn't do that for them. But he went.

Student: So you're Elisha in this deal.

Mentor: Lord, no. I'm the old lady who knows where the river is. But I'll come, if you want me to.

Student: I don't know what I want. I want my job back.

Mentor: Of course you do. You may get something like it someday. But you're not going to get it this week. So here's what I'd like you to do between now and next Thursday. Just one thing. Find somebody who doesn't know yet, somebody besides Renae, and tell them in one sentence what happened. No dressing it up. Not "I'm taking some time off." Not "I'm weighing my options." Just, the plant closed and I lost my job.

Student: Everybody in Halcott knows the plant closed.

Mentor: Knowing about it and hearing you say it are two different things. Try it. And then come back and tell me how it felt.



Reflection

The "sons of the prophets" were communities of men who gathered around Elijah and then Elisha to learn and to serve. We meet them in Bethel, in Jericho, and in Gilgal, near the Jordan valley. They seem to have been poor. The first story of Elisha's ministry in 2 Kings 4 is about the widow of one of them, left so deep in debt that her creditor was about to take her sons as slaves. These were not men with resources to spare.

Their problem in chapter 6 is a practical one. "Please take note," they say, "that the place where we meet with you is too small for us." Their numbers have grown, or their building has failed them, or both. The arrangement that worked for years no longer works.

Notice three things about how they handle it.

First, they name it. They do not pretend that the room is fine. They do not wait for someone else to notice. They tell Elisha plainly that the place is too small.

Second, they propose a plan that uses what they have. They have no money to hire builders, but they have arms and a river with trees along it. "Each of us can get a log." The plan is humble and specific and starts with their own labor.

Third, one of them asks Elisha to come. Elisha has already given his permission ("Go"), and they could have gone without him. But someone says, "Please come with your servants," and Elisha answers in three words: "I will come." There is no speech. He just goes.

When a job ends, the place where your life met its needs is suddenly too small, or gone altogether. Your paycheck, your schedule, your health insurance, your sense of who you are on a Monday morning, the people you ate lunch with for years: they all lived in that place. It is normal to want to sit in the truck and not go home. It is normal to want to tell people you are "between things" or "taking some time." Shame makes us vague.

But the way forward in this story begins with a plain sentence. The place is too small. Our situation does not work anymore. That is not a confession of failure. It is a description of reality, and God works in reality. The second step is to ask someone to come with you. Not to do the work for you. You will have to cut your own logs. But it is a very different thing to walk down to the river with company.

Arletta tells Jared that the widow's miracle did not start until she went next door and asked. That is true in a lot of stories in this part of the Bible. God provides, and God often provides by way of neighbors.



Practice

Say it in one sentence. Before tomorrow, tell one person who does not already know, plainly and without dressing it up, what has happened. "I lost my job." "We are behind on the mortgage." "I have more debt than I can pay." If you can, add one more sentence about what you need, even if it is only "Would you pray for us?" Notice how your body feels before and after you say it.



Lift It Out

The place is too small, and I do not have to go down to the river alone.



Prayer

Lord God, the place where my life fit has become too small, or it has been taken away. I want to pretend it has not happened. Give me the courage to say it plainly, to You and to someone else. I will have to do the work in front of me, but I ask You what the prophets asked Elisha: please come with me. Amen.



Journal


	What was the "place" that has become too small for you: a job, an income, a way of living? What did it give you besides money?

	Who have you told the truth to so far, and who have you been vague with? Why?

	Who might be willing to "come with you" through this season, if you asked?









Day 2: It Was Borrowed

Losing something is hard. Losing something that belonged to someone else is harder.


4So Elisha went with them, and when they came to the Jordan, they began to cut down some trees. 5As one of them was cutting down a tree, the iron axe head fell into the water. “Oh, my master,” he cried out, “it was borrowed!” — 2 Kings 6:4–5




Mentor and Student

Mentor: Well, did you tell anybody?

Student: I told the guy at the parts counter at the tractor supply. I went in for a hitch pin and he asked me what I was doing there on a weekday, and I said, the plant closed and I lost my job. Just like you said.

Mentor: And?

Student: And he said, man, I'm sorry, my brother-in-law was there too. And then he gave me the hitch pin for free. Which was nice. And I went out and sat in the truck again.

Mentor: You did fine. How's your week been otherwise?

Student: I filed for unemployment Monday. Took me two hours on the website. Renae's back driving the bus, so it's just me and the dog in the house all day. I fixed the garbage disposal. I cleaned out the garage. Harley says I'm driving her crazy. I keep asking her if she needs a ride somewhere.

Mentor: What's eating at you?

Student: What do you mean?

Mentor: Last week you came in mad. This week you came in like a man carrying a bag of feed on his shoulder that nobody can see. What's in the bag?

Student: You're good at this.

Mentor: I sat across a desk from people for twenty-eight years. People always come in with the small problem first. The big one's in the bag.

Student: It's Renae's dad. Vernon. Year before last, the furnace went out in November. It was the old one that came with the house, and the air conditioner was shot too. They said it'd be eight thousand to replace both. We had a little in savings, but Colt needed braces, and we'd bought the truck the year before, and I didn't want to put it on a card. So Vernon said, let me help. He wrote us a check for eight thousand dollars. He said, pay it back when you can, two hundred a month, no interest, no hurry.

Mentor: That's a good man.

Student: He is. That's the problem. We paid him every month through last July. Eight checks, two hundred apiece. And then in August Colt's appendix ruptured, and the hospital bills started coming, and I just stopped. I didn't say anything. I just stopped writing the check. And he hasn't said anything either. Not one word. Sunday dinner every week, and he passes me the potatoes, and he doesn't say a thing. And now I don't have a job. I can't pay him back. I can't even pay him back two hundred a month. And every time I see that new furnace kick on, I want to crawl in a hole.

Mentor: Because it was borrowed.

Student: What?

Mentor: That's today's passage. The young men are down at the river cutting trees, and one of them is swinging his axe, and the head flies off the handle and goes into the water. And he hollers out, oh, my master, it was borrowed! Not "I lost my axe." It was borrowed. It belonged to somebody else.

Student: Yeah. That's about it.

Mentor: Back then, an iron axe head was worth a good deal of money. Most poor men couldn't afford one. This boy had gone and asked somebody for the loan of it, maybe a neighbor, maybe a man in the village, and now it's at the bottom of the Jordan, and he's going to have to go back and tell him. And he can't replace it. He's poor. That's why he borrowed it in the first place.

Student: So what did he do?

Mentor: First thing he did was holler. He didn't hide it. He didn't fish around in the mud for an hour by himself hoping nobody noticed. He cried out to Elisha right there on the bank.

Student: I can't tell Vernon. Not yet.

Mentor: I didn't say you had to tell Vernon this week. But I want you to hear something. The shame you're feeling about that eight thousand dollars is not a sign that you're a bad man. It's a sign that you're a man who knows that a debt to somebody who loves you is still a debt. That's a good instinct. The only thing that'll make it rot is silence.

Student: Renae says I should just talk to him.

Mentor: Renae might be right. She knows her daddy. But you're the one who's going to have to look at him. So let's not rush that. When I had my debts, after Win died, the one that kept me up nights wasn't the bank. It was Win's brother Alvin. He'd lent us six hundred dollars for the funeral, and I didn't pay him back for two years. And every Christmas he'd come over and bring the kids presents, and I'd smile and pass the ham and feel like a thief.

Student: Did he ever say anything?

Mentor: Not once. When I finally handed him the last of it, in an envelope, in 1986, he looked at me like I'd hit him. He said, Arletta, I wrote that off the day I gave it to you. I had been carrying two years of shame for a debt he'd forgotten.

Student: Vernon hasn't forgotten.

Mentor: Maybe not. But you don't know what he's carrying either. You only know what you're carrying. So let's start there. I want you to write it down this week, the whole thing. Every debt. Every one. The bank, the cards, the hospital, the truck, Vernon. What you owe, who you owe it to, what the payment is, and when you last paid it. Don't do anything about it yet. Just write it down.

Student:




Reflection










Practice




Lift It Out




Prayer




Journal


	Is there a debt you carry that "has a face," one owed to someone you love or see often? What does it feel like to be around that person?

	What has silence about money cost you so far, in your marriage, your family, or your faith?

	Arletta carried two years of shame over a debt her brother-in-law had already written off. What might the person you owe be carrying?
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