Elijah’s Mantle

2 Kings 2:1-14, Luke 9:51-62
            Elisha picked up the mantle that had fallen from Elijah and went back to the Jordan River.

            Who would want Elijah’s mantle? Who would want a double portion of the Spirit that had driven this prophet into battles with the prophets of Baal; into fleeing from Jezebel and her minions? Who would want the job of starting a revolution in his own country? Who needs that kind of trouble?

            Picture Elijah’s mantle. It is a one piece cloak, probably made of homespun wool. It is thrown over the shoulder during the heat of the day. He can serve as a screen in a dust storm, or a portable tent from the searing sun. It can be wrapped around the body during the chill of the night.  

I picture it this way. The whole cloak is crusted with dust from the three year drought that Elijah declared to show Israel that the Lord was its God.  Here the edges are singed and a few holes are burned in it from the confrontation on Mt. Carmel. I think Elijah stood too close to the altar when he called down fire form heaven to light the sacrifice. Over here are tear stains in the cloth, from the time he ran into the wilderness to get away from Queen Jezebel and her soldiers. The Queen swore on a stack of Bibles that she would have the Elijah killed. . “If you are Elijah (Yah is my God)  I am Jezebel (Baal is exalted).”   Elijah sat alone in a cave, weeping and telling the Lord that there was no one left to worship God. The whole country had run after the idolatry of the Phoenician Queen.

            Who would want Elijah’s mantle?  Who would want to serve the same God as this ultimate Old Testament prophet, who spent most of his time in trouble because he honored only the one God of Israel? Elisha does. 

            In our passage from Luke, Jesus is traveling through the very same territory where Elijah once lived. It is now called Samaria, and the locals are hostile to the Jews. When they learn that this Galilean is headed for Jerusalem, they refuse to listen to him or even to offer him a bed and a meal, the minimum of common courtesy. It seems that even Jesus can strike out. 

            Jesus takes the hard road in this morning’s Scripture lesson. He takes the hard road as he turns his face toward Jerusalem and his final meeting with all the forces that oppose him and his work. He takes the hard road as he travels through Samaria. This is the short cut to Jerusalem, but it is the hard road for a Jew to take. He can find no audience there for his message of God’s love.  Once the people hear where he is headed, to the capital of their enemy, then they want nothing to do with him.  They don’t know the half of it.  

            For in Jerusalem he will be cheered and jeered; honored and assaulted; he will have a quiet meal with his last followers just before even they leave him. Then he will be the political hot potato tossed back and forth between Pilate and the chief priests. Finally, he will be executed.

            Who would want to follow this Jesus? 

            Some said “I will follow you”, but Jesus warned them away.  Truth in advertising, I guess.

            He warns those who are listening that foxes have a home address, and birds have a place to live, but the Son of Man is a vagrant; dependent on the hospitality of others. He makes his home only where he is invited in. 

            Some said they would follow, but first they had something else to do. “Let me go and bury my father.”  In the words of Monty Python, I expect the old man would say “I’m not dead yet!”  This one is putting off his discipleship until a more convenient time. Jesus answered him “Let the moribund bury the deceased. But you proclaim the kingdom of the Living God.” 

            To another he said “No one can plow forward while looking backward.  The past is not our guide. God is not behind us. Seek first God’s kingdom and its righteousness. The rest will take care of itself. “

            On the hard road Jesus offers these hard sayings. He means business. Like Elijah warning off Elisha, Jesus gives fair warning to those who would take up his mantle, would join him on his journey. 

            Who would want to follow Jesus? Who would want Elijah’s mantle? 

            Those who know that Jezebel is lying, that patriotism and lots of parades will not make a life; that chasing after gods that glitter with gold will not fill up an empty soul. Sound bites cannot make a mission statement.   A life pulled in four different directions is no life at all. Keeping up with the Jones or the Dow Jones is no life, it is just a rat race; a treadmill to nowhere. 

            Elijah was the prophet of monotheism. This was God’s great gift to the people.  “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is your God and the Lord is one.”  All of life comes under one authority, one guide, one Sovereign. We are not divided into little pieces: we do not owe one part to Caesar, and one part to the company, and one part to our spouse and children, and one part to the neighbor’s expectations of us, and one part to what our parents expect of us. We are not supposed to be jig saw puzzles of divided loyalties. There is a unity that comes with Elijah’s mantle.  There is a singleness of purpose that comes with taking up after this Jesus. God is in charge and we are not. God is the one we ultimately answer to; day by day, and year to year, not just at the hour of the fiery chariot. 

            Who would want to follow Jesus?  Those who are tired of being pulled in too many directions; serving too many masters; answering to too many competing demands for time and loyalty and treasure. 

            Jesus says “take my yoke upon you, for my yoke is easy and my burden is light. Come and learn from me.”  Jesus invites us to take up a mantle that pulls the pieces of our lives back together in honor and service to the one who made us and who knows why we are here. To the one who made us and knows what we are made for. 

            Who would want to follow Jesus, with all his hard sayings?  We know that the outcasts, the left over people, the forgotten ones, the lepers and even some tax collectors followed him. They heard him gladly. 

            Nobody was offering them a place, a father who art in heaven, a home across the Jordan, a kingdom where they too could be citizens. All over the world the least, the last, the lost and trampled peoples hear the words of Jesus with great joy.  Their lives are already unbelievably hard.  They don’t have much more than a fox hole to live in anyway. They don’t really get to bury their dead, because there are too many of them. They have family, yes, but the news of God’s family comes as a great surprise; a great invitation, a great gift.

            All over our land there are groups that meet every week called AA.  In these groups there are people who have lost their lives to an addiction to drugs or alcohol. When things had completely fallen apart, they managed to find help in AA.  They admitted that they were powerless over the addiction, and in doing so found help from their Higher Power. In the hard times they found God merciful, and Jesus a welcoming Presence.

            Who would want to follow Jesus?  We all at some point end up on the hard road, in dark places. It may be because of something we have done, or something that has been done to us. Here is the Son of Man who has walked that hard road, and knows what we are up against. Here is the one who meets us with compassion even in the valley of shadow of death. 

Many gladly follow this Jesus when nobody else knows the trouble we’ve seen. 

            Who would want to follow Jesus?  Who would want Elijah’s mantle?

            When I was first ordained into the ministry, I showed up at my first congregation. It was in Washington, DC, in 1976.  I did not have a preaching robe, and so my father gave me an old one of his. He is a Presbyterian minister. I remember that it was frayed around the collar. It was faded from years of use. It was a hand me down. And I was delighted. As far as I was concerned, it was Elijah’s mantle for sure! That robe had been in the pulpit twenty years, and I had been there for two weeks. That robe had helped preach more sermons than I probably had ever heard. That robe had surely soaked up some of the Holy Spirit as well as honest sweat. I was delighted to be handed such an heirloom.

            Who wants to follow this Jesus, with his hard sayings, and his face turned toward Jerusalem? 

            Those who figure he knows better than we do. Those who are ready for some help in knowing which way to turn. Those who are willing to trust the message that has been handed down to us:  that the everlasting arms are around us and will never let us go. Those who are ready to recognize in a hand me down Gospel from earlier faithful people the opportunity for us, in our time, to the faithful ones. 

            Sure, it’s hard sometimes.   Everything that matters in life is hard sometimes.

            But this is what has been handed down to us:

            Here is a way to go forward, through the dry places, the rough roads, even the valley of the shadow of death.

            Here is a Savior, who for us and for our salvation gave his life on the hard road, so that we might find our lives caught up in God’s love and God’s purposes.

            This is what has been handed down to us. 

            Now it is our turn to take up Elijah’s worn mantle, to follow this Jesus on his road.  We do so in the company of prophets and disciples in every age, from every land. 

            God’s kingdom is out in front of us. The best is yet to come. 

            So let us take up Elijah’s beat up old mantle, and warp ourselves in the life that only God can give.

                                                Dr. Charles A. Summers
