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A long time ago I attended a boarding school in New England – not one of the top tier schools, a second tier school that occupied retrofitted factory buildings that had belonged to the founder of the school. He had made a fortune inventing and manufacturing cloth-covered buttons. The students were not the sons of the prominent families of New England, with names like Eliot and Cabot. They were the sons of car dealers and teachers with names like Balch and Carpenter. Nevertheless, while I was there, someone thought it was time to move the school up a notch. This alumnus had a chain of office and a mace commissioned for use on ceremonial occasions. It seemed absurd to us, the cynical students, but there it was, Instant tradition. The headmaster wore his chain of office and the Dean of Students carried the mace at graduation and other ceremonies. Of course, the point of these symbols was that headmasters and Deans of students, not to mention other faculty and the students themselves will come and go, but the institution and its authority, symbolized the mace and chain of office will endure.


Now consider today’s story about the transition of prophets from Elijah to Elisha. Elijah is about to be taken from the earthly plane and his power is being passed on to Elisha, his servant, apprentice, and adopted son. 


In this story the sign of prophetic power and authority is not a ceremonial mace but a garment, Elijah’s mantle, the everyday cloak he wears everywhere. He used it to cover his head when he heard the whisper of God’s voice on Mt. Horeb. He must have used it as a bedroll all those nights he slept rough in the wilderness. He threw his mantle over Elisha as a sign he was claiming him as his apprentice. Now he rolls it up and uses it to part the waters of the Jordan, just as Moses parted the waters of the Red Sea. And after Elijah is taken up by the whirlwind, his mantle is left with Elisha as a sign that his power is being transferred to him. The image of the mantle does remind me a bit of Superman’s cape, and the Jim Croce line about not tugging on Superman’s cape. But I digress.


I want to consider two kinds of transition that you will find familiar and are a part of the story of Elijah and Elisha: leader to leader and generation to generation.


The transfer of power and leadership is as timely and crucial for us as it was for the people in this story. We are experiencing the shock waves of a major shake-up at the highest level of military leadership. The transfer of leadership is also the question this church family is living with during this time of pastoral transition. Our prayer that God’s will be done “on earth as it is in heaven” means that we are always living the question of how to bring the way things are into line with the way things might be in God’s realm.


Bridging the gap between the way things were and what God actually intended for human beings was the concern of the Hebrew prophets. In Israel 3,000 years ago, political power resided with the kings in the royal cities of Jerusalem and Samaria, while spiritual power was centered in local sanctuaries like Gilgal and Bethel and Jericho, the places Elijah visits in this story. Prophets of Yahweh or nabis (nah-vees) lived in groups around the royal courts and the cultic sanctuaries. 

Elijah was not a nabi. He is referred to as “a man of God.” He goes wherever Yahweh directs him.  We could say that Elijah channels divine power that moves around and isn’t in places we might expect to find it, like “inside the beltway” or diocesan headquarters. Still on the move as he prepares to conclude his sojourn on earth, Elijah makes a sort of farewell tour of the sanctuaries of Gilgal, Bethel and Jericho. At each of these holy places, the resident nabis tell Elisha what he already knows, namely, that Elijah is about to be taken away. After the last stop at Jericho, the nabis follow them to the Jordan River and witness the big finale.


The big finale is not just a change of the power of leadership, it is a change in the power of a generation. Elisha knows the time when he will succeed Elijah is near. After Elijah takes his mantle and parts the waters, Elisha asks to inherit a double portion of Elijah’s prophetic spirit. In those days, the first-born son of the family got a double portion of property—twice as much as his brothers. So Elisha is asking to claim his spiritual legacy. Elisha must have wished that the transfer of Elijah’s spiritual power could somehow be accomplished as simply as a father passing the family heirloom pocket watch into his son’s hand. But Elijah says it isn’t quite that easy. Elisha is going to have to do something to inherit that power. He must pay attention.


It’s a story that also has resonance for this community as you search for the person who will assume the mantle of leadership as your next pastor. The community, in its feelings of uncertainty, is looking for a clear signal that this one is The One, and that this one can be trusted. The Search Committee and the Vestry have the task of paying attention.

Elisha’s story tells us that no matter what changes, God will raise up leaders of power and goodness and will sustain them in whatever the community faces. 
What happens is that God appears in the form of horses and a chariot of fire and a whirlwind, Elijah is taken up, and his mantle falls to Elisha. Elisha takes up the mantle, and he carries on as God’s prophet. 


Let’s step into Elisha’s sandals for a moment. He’s anxious about the power he’s about to take on, the shift in leadership, but the impending loss of his mentor must also be devastating, the shift in generations. Great loss always feels unsupportable. How can we carry on? Where will we find the strength? This is a story that has resonance for all of us who have sustained unbearable losses, especially the loss of a parent. 


On Monday I performed a graveside ceremony for a man who was not a member of St. George’s. His son and daughter were in my office a few days before hand telling me about their father and what he liked, and disliked, what was important to him. A complicating factor for the graveside ceremony was the fact that the man had started out as a Southern Baptist and ended up an atheist. The son also described himself as an atheist while the daughter had some Christian impulses. Adding to the mix was a branch of the family that was Jewish. With some “to-ing and fro-ing” we designed a service that everyone could live with


I mention all of this because the son of the deceased man waited until all of the guests had left the area of the grave; then he knelt beside the urn containing his father’s ashes and placed both hands on it. Although his father was over ninety years old when he died, there is still a deep loss for a son when his father dies. I imagine there is a similar depth of feeling for daughters on the death of the mother. The story line is all new; “I am now really and truly on my own.” I think this explains Elisha’s anxiety in advance of his mentor’s death. This is the generational transition, and was powerful even for a self-described atheist.


And as was true for the spiritual transition, one cannot be an idle spectator. You need to touch the departing mentor or parent; you need to see the transfer of the mace; or in Elisha’s case, you have to witness the departure of Elijah. Without that moment of closure the transition is incomplete.


The news for us as we await the transfer of the mantle of pastoral leadership or the leading of God’s Spirit in our lives is that we are not consigned to the role of passive spectators, like the nabis on the bank of the Jordan. We are invited to actively trust that God is at work to raise up new leadership and to lead us to places that in a million years we might not have imagined. May we have eyes to see and ears to hear the promptings of Spirit, and may we be courageous enough to set our hands to the plough and not look back.
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