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There is a lot of drama swirling around in the story we heard from 2 Kings this morning.  
Two prophets with names that sound almost the same— 
the older one — Elijah 
the younger one — Elisha 
A journey from one town or region to the next — Gilgal, to Bethel, to Jericho, to the Jordan 
A whirlwind, a chariot of fire, and horses of fire  
A mantle that has the power to split a river in two. 
 
With all the drama, it can be hard to focus in on what is really going on.  Maybe a more 
reflective approach would help.  Using the spiritual practice of lectio divina we might read the 
story, several times, first listening for a key word or phrase to understand what the text is literally 
saying. 
   
We might read it again, and meditate on the words in relation to ourselves, asking what could 
this say to me today?  How do I see myself?  How does it make me feel? 
 
We might read it again, and wonder how we experience God through this text?   
How might we be drawn into prayerful dialogue with God? 
 
We might read it yet again and ponder how the text might be leading or inspiring us to action. 
 
The drama and powerful imagery in this story is ripe with possibility.  The whirlwind, the chariot 
and horses of fire are compelling — maybe terrifying or fantastic — depending on your point of 
view.  In all of scripture, this is a unique experience.  It is as if God is pulling out all the stops. 
   
Ellen Davis, who is a Hebrew scripture scholar and professor at Duke Divinity School explains, 
 



 

 

“Elijah is the only person in the whole Bible who visibly ascends to heaven without dying first.  
We watch as he is scooped up in a great whirlwind, with chariot and horses of fire.  This is a 
world-class miracle, entirely unique, which vindicates Elijah’s whole prophetic career.   
 
He could use some public vindication, since Elijah is almost always in an oppositional situation 
with the powers that be:  Ahab, king of Israel, and his queen, Jezebel, who would like to see the 
contrary prophet dead.  He is also in an oppositional situation with most of the other prophets in 
the land of Israel, who are content to serve the royals and the gods (or idols) they worship.” 
 
So God makes a big show of vindicating Elijah — with a whirlwind and chariots and horses of 
fire.  Let there be no doubt about it, Elijah is a real prophet of Yahweh.  If that isn’t convincing 
enough, there is a second miracle to back up the first.  That thing about the mantle, Elijah’s 
cloak, that can separate the river in two. The mantle is a symbol of prophetic power.   
 
Back when Elijah first met Elisha this same mantle was part of the story.  Young Elisha was out 
plowing a field with twelve yoke of oxen, and Elijah the prophet, like a scout on a recruiting 
mission, spots Elisha in the field, goes up to him and throws this mantle over him.  Elisha 
promptly leaves his oxen and plow and goes after Elijah.   
 
He says, “Let me go and kiss my father and my mother and then I will follow you.”   
(Which sounds a lot like the story about Jesus and his disciples in the gospel of Luke,  
except in the gospel account there is no standing on formalities to bury the dead or kiss one’ 
parents). The point is — the call to discipleship is to follow — and they do.  This prophetic power 
is compelling! 
 
Now all these years later, with Elisha in tow, Elijah takes his mantle, rolls it up and strikes the 
water of the Jordan River.  Just like Moses who parted the Red Sea, Elijah divides the Jordan 
River so he and Elisha can cross the riverbed walking on dry ground.  Now that’s prophetic 
power for sure. 
 
That’s what we get on a first reading. Power and prophesy! 
 
But when we settle in a little more, maybe on a second or third reading, we might begin to 
uncover the deeper heart of this story.  In addition to all the flashy imagery and drama, there is a 
more tender theme embedded in this story, too.  A story about relationship — The kind of deep, 
abiding, mentoring, sometimes life-changing relationships that ebb and flow over time in our 
lives. 
  
In between all the fire and smoke is another more subtle, deep-felt, very human drama that is 
repeated again and again.  This part of the story resonates on a more personal level. 
 
When faced with separating from his friend and mentor, Elisha says to Elijah,  
“As God lives and you live, I will not leave you.” 
 
It’s a poignant, maybe even comical scene.  Elijah is trying to go about the his business —  
serious business, being God’s prophet — and Elisha is stuck to him like glue.   
 
Elijah says:  “Stay, here, God is sending me on to Bethel.” 
Elisha pipes back:  “I’m coming too.”  
  
“Hold on, stay here, God is sending me on to Jericho;  



 

 

“I’m coming, too.” 
 
“No, really, stay here, God is sending me (just me) to the Jordan.” 
“That’s ok—I’m coming, too.” 
 
Reminiscent of so many parents on the first day of school trying stealthily to walk away while 
prying a young child off their leg.  Or maybe the prolonged embraces when soldiers prepare to 
deploy on a mission. There is no good way to let go, when you really want to hold on. 
 
And yet this is a scene that is repeated over and over again in our lives. 
 
Of course we think of saying good bye to loved ones when they die.  In time, we come to 
imagine ourselves on both sides of that equation.  And we think of all those rites of passage 
throughout life that bring on feelings of loss or grief and create a certain pathos of their own.   
Who can say, when we separate, if it is easier to be the one who goes or the one who stays? 
 
I am living in one of those seasons of life right now myself.  I know some of you are going 
through this yourselves or with loved ones. 
 
My parents are in the midst of preparing to move out of their house of 50 plus years in Boulder, 
Colorado to an apartment in a retirement community this fall.  Every few days, my mom sends 
my sisters and me emails with photos of memorabilia and stuff for us to decide what we might 
want or not — the family camping tent, dolls and dress up clothes, an antique sewing basket, an 
old tool box.  
  
Simultaneously, my husband’s parents are preparing to move from their dream home in the 
north woods of Wisconsin— not so much a downsize as a move to the relatively more populated 
suburbs where they can get around more easily — particularly when the weather is 20 below 
zero and there’s a foot of snow on the ground, which is a regular thing there, and can be 
daunting at any age. 
 
And this is the time when our oldest daughter is preparing to leave home for her first year of 
college while our youngest daughter has finished at our neighborhood elementary school  
and is venturing on to her next school. 
  
I’m sure there is probably more than one sermon’s worth of life lessons wrapped up in all of this. 
 
Elisha and Elijah were all mixed up in that kind of time.  Moving from place to place.  Knowing 
things were about to change in a big way.  Not sure quite what to do about it, except to keep on 
going along as best they could. 
 
On yet another read of this story, we might realize that even more than a right of passage,  
the dynamic between Elijah and Elisha speaks to what it is like to be a part of a deep and lasting 
relationship. 
 
Elisha calls Elijah “father” but it is not a biological relationship he is naming.  It is a mentoring, 
spirit-filled, life-giving relationship that has been nurtured through many years of being together 
and learning from each other.  Sometimes parental relationships can be those kind.  But very 
often we discover this kind of bond with people beyond our familial circles. 
 



 

 

It is what Greg Jones, another Duke Divinity School professor, calls “holy friendship.”  As he 
uses the term, a “holy friend” is someone who “challenges the flaws we know we have but have 
come to love, affirms the gifts we are afraid to claim, and helps us dream the dreams we 
otherwise would not dream.”  I’m sure you can think of some of the people in your own lives who 
have embodied those qualities for you. 
 
Last week, as it would happen, I got a phone call from one of the people who has been that kind 
of a friend and mentor in my life.  Jewelnel Davis.  She is now the Chaplain of Columbia 
University, but when I first knew her she was the college chaplain at my college when I was in 
undergraduate school.  As I neared the end of my senior year, looking to continue studying 
religion, her’s was one of the voices that encouraged me to consider seminary.  
  
I admired her greatly.  Jewelnel is an African-American woman, a great speaker and an equally 
thoughtful listener.  She’s a deeply passionate advocate for social justice, is ordained in the 
black Baptist Church, and her ministry has been in diverse, ecumenical and interfaith 
communities.  She embodied many things I cared about.  And, she had gone to Yale Divinity 
School.  She encouraged me.  I figured, (perhaps like Elisha?), I’ll go too.   
  
Jewelnel and I have not been separated by a chariot of fire, nonetheless, we rarely get to see 
each other in person these days.  She was at my ordination twenty five years ago.  She met 
each of our daughters when they joined our family.  But, even though we don’t see each other 
much, I think about Jewelnel often.  When her name popped up on the caller ID, I was 
overjoyed.  We talked non-stop for an hour and I felt my spirit lift.  
 
We inherit much from the ones who shape us.  They fill us with a spirit of love and acceptance, 
inspiration and possibility.  That is what Elisha knew, and in a kind of role-reversal, ended up 
teaching his mentor, Elijah.  After Elisha followed him around all over the place, Elijah finally got 
the idea that there was something more that Elisha was after. 
 
Sure enough, there was.  It was an inheritance of sorts.  That “double share of your spirit” was a 
way of expressing an inheritance.  “A double share” is the same idiom used to describe the 
larger proportion (literally two/thirds) of a father’s inheritance that by custom was intended for 
the first born son.  In this case, it is not a material inheritance, but a spiritual inheritance.   
 
Elijah is a true prophet of God. The Spirit of God is full-blown and obviously alive in him, and 
Elisha knows it.  The question is whether Elisha can come to see the Spirit of God alive and at 
work within himself.  Through their relationship, this turns out to be the gift that Elisha inherits,  
which is far more important than all the drama whirling around them. 
 
That is the gift of “holy friendship.”  The gift of being challenged to change what we otherwise 
would ignore.  The gift of being affirmed to embrace the gifts we are afraid to claim.  The gift of 
being encouraged to dream the dreams we otherwise would not consider. 
 
In those moments when we come to accept ourselves as fully loved, fully blessed, fully capable 
of what God is calling forth in us, we inherit a gift of great value.  Often those moments come 
through holy friendships as we see the life of faith modeled and lived in real and honest ways.   
In this community and beyond, we have an opportunity to do just that — to share a mantle that 
calls forth the Spirit of God.  Amen. 
 
 
 


