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 Every summer the United Methodist Church methodically moves pastors. 
Whether for retirement or to move to a new church, a departing pastor will often take 
off a stole and leave it on the chancel for the new pastor to pick it up. Taking a stole 
off and leaving it before the cross is a visible sign that our work as your pastor is 
done. We commend you to Christ. When your next pastor puts on the same stole, it is 
a visible sign that they are accepting their call to serve as your pastor. 

The Biblical foundation for this ritual includes today’s primary scripture for our 
worship. In 2nd Kings 2, we read how Elijah’s ministry ended. Last week, we read and 
considered how Elijah’s ministry began and included a forty-day pilgrimage into the 
wilderness. When we stopped reading last Sunday, the LORD had just told Elijah to 
“Go.” (1 Kings 19:15) Our lectionary reading for today is at the end of Elijah’s earthly 
ministry as he departed for heaven not by death, but by chariot. His mantle was left 
behind. Elisha picked his mantle up and continued their ministry.  

But friends, who is Elisha? His entry into salvation history came at the middle 
of Elijah’s life. Elisha joined Elijah as Elijah returned to Jerusalem from Mt. Horeb. 

(See last week.) Let me print it for you here:  

“So Elijah departed from there and found Elisha, 
Shaphat’s son. He was plowing with twelve yoke of oxen 
before him. Elisha was with the twelfth yoke. Elijah met 
up with him and threw his coat on him. Elisha 
immediately left the oxen and ran after Elijah. ‘Let me kiss 
my father and my mother,’ Elisha said, ‘then I will follow 
you.’ 

 

“Elijah replied, ‘Go! I’m not holding you back!’ 
Elisha turned back from following Elijah, took the 
pair of oxen, and slaughtered them. Then with 

equipment from the oxen, Elisha boiled the meat, gave it to the people, and 
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they ate it. Then he got up, followed Elijah, and served him.” (1 Kings 19: 19-
21, The Common English Bible) 

“Elijah met up with him and threw his coat on him.” Honestly, sometimes 
the call to ministry can feel just like that. And not just for pastors and deacons, but 
also for you. Basic Lay Speaking Ministry is the first course for anyone who is answering 
their call to serve as a lay speaker in the United Methodist Church. The first in-class 
activity is for each participant to share their call to lay speaking ministry. The most 
two common answers are “My pastor called me and asked me to take this class” and 
“My pastor called and asked me to serve as our church’s lay leader and this class is in 
the job description.” 

It is true. Sometimes, the pastor calls and the next thing you know you are 
doing a ministry you never thought you would consider doing. Perhaps you can find 
small comfort in the fact that you are not being asked to slaughter a team of oxen and 
host your own farewell party as the pastor takes you with them to their next church.   

Last week, we learned that Elijah made a pilgrimage to Mt. Horeb because he 
feared for his life. The Bible does not say how he was first called to be a prophet; only 
that he was so consumed by what he was doing that Elijah believed he was the only 
faithful prophet left in Israel. (1 Kings 19: 9-10, 14) But after hearing God, Elijah 
returned to the people. On his way, he found Elisha, the son of Shaphat, and threw 
his mantle over him.  

Imagine the scene. In an open field, there are twenty-four oxen yoked into 
twelve teams. Each team would have a driver, a person walking behind the plow 
keeping them in-line with the team before them. The first team was driven by the 
most experienced driver, the foreman. Coming last, Elisha could observe the work of 
all eleven ten teams ahead of him. Twelve teams of oxen plowing simultaneously 
could go plough a field twelve times faster (or more) than a single team plowing alone. 
As the farmer’s heir, Elisha had a vital skill, he knew how to work both a team of 
oxen and a team of men.  

Together, Elijah and Elisha went into ministry. 1st and 2nd Kings are a single 
history, divided long ago for a reason long forgotten. Through 1st Kings 20-22 and 2nd 
Kings 1, the focus is on King Ahab and his sons. There is a three-year gap between 
Elisha joining Elijah and the next mention of Elijah, a time when Ahab called him his 
enemy. (1 Kings 21:20) The writing we are not using in worship focuses on what 
happens to Ahab and his heirs as they worship Baal rather than the LORD. It is a 
cautionary tale you may want to read. But because our interest in worship this summer 
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is in making a weekly pilgrimage with the prophets who came before Christ, we will 
keep our focus on Elijah and his disciple, Elisha.  

The best timeline I could construct from the history of the kings of Judah and 
Israel suggests that Elijah and Elisha traveled and worked together between Elisha’s 
call and Elijah’s departure for over 15 years. Because Ahab descended from Solomon, 
we can assume the prophets worshipped at the First Temple in Jerusalem. Just like we 
memorize our favorite hymns in worship easily, we believe they memorized the 
psalms. After Elisha’s life, these psalms were sung by memory in Babylon as the 
Israelites were held captive. 

Therefore, I wonder if in our biblical silence Elijah and Elisha prayed our 
psalm for this week, Psalm 77? It would be logical for a prophet the king considered 
his enemy to feel as troubled as the opening of this psalm.  

I cry out loud to God— 
    out loud to God so that he can hear me! 
During the day when I’m in trouble I look for my Lord. 
    At night my hands are still outstretched and don’t grow numb; 
        my whole being refuses to be comforted. 
I remember God and I moan. 
    I complain, and my spirit grows tired. Selah   
 

So many of us have felt this way. Many of us find comfort in the psalm because 
it validates our feelings of struggle. You don’t need a preacher to explain this psalm to 
you, the way it rhymes with your own experience is explanation enough.  

But then there is that word, “Selah.” No one know for certain what “selah” 
means. Some think it is a musical annotation that lost its meaning. Others think it is 
like saying “amen” or “so be it.” But praying and studying the psalms with others 
since COVID began, I have learned “Selah” can mean “Think on this.” That idea has 
led me to new ways of praying with others.   

It is always a privilege to be invited to “think on this,” whatever “this” maybe 
be for that person. Being present and listening as another person recounts their 
struggles is the heart of good pastoral care. Careful listener gives the speaker an 
opportunity to put their struggles into words, to hear them aloud. Ironically, one does 
not need to be an ordained pastor to listen this way. Quakers know this. Quakers are a 
Christian tradition with no ordained pastors, whose worship focusing on listening 
rather than preaching. To learn to listen better, I spent a year continuing education in 
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2020 practicing listening in the Quaker tradition with other pastors. Together we 
learned how to listen better as companions on our journeys. I also learned how to 
listen to what others heard in my speaking. Our practice is called a “circle of trust.”i  

An interesting thing that happens in this shared listening. Often one hears God 
speak through a trusted friend’s voice. Sometimes we hear God in our own voice as 
we tell our story. Sometimes we hear God in another’s question drawn only from 
what they heard you say. Imagine if you will, in those fifteen years of their shared 
pilgrimage how Elijah may have lamented to Elisha. He may had sounded like those 
first three verses of Psalm 77 before “selah” as they thought on this. Moving our 
turmoil out of our souls and into sound another person can hear is a very good first 
step for finding God’s voice as we make our pilgrimages through life.  

As our reading for the week, the Revised Common Lectionary skipped verses 4 
through 9. They are a more detailed lament which also ends with “Selah.” But as we 
lament the Spirit works. Out of lament comes comfort. At verse 11 Psalm 77 goes on:  

But I will remember the Lord’s deeds; 
    yes, I will remember your wondrous acts from times long past. 
I will meditate on all your works; 
    I will ponder your deeds. 
God, your way is holiness! 
    Who is as great a god as you, God? 
You are the God who works wonders; 
    you have demonstrated your strength among all peoples. 
With your mighty arm you redeemed your people; 
    redeemed the children of Jacob and Joseph. Selah (Psalm 77:11-15, CEB)   
 

The way I imagine this may have been shared by Elijah and Elisha is this: 
Elisha witnessed Elijah confronting King Ahab. If you were either of them, what 
would you have felt when Ahab called Elijah his enemy? Take that feeling and think 
on it. Imagine talking it over with Elijah as Elisha would have. Imagine your 
conversation includes prayer. How would the Spirit have come to them? To you?  

Finally, there is the big ending to Elijah’s ministry on earth. He didn’t die. 
Instead, a chariot from heaven swung low and carried him home! Makes us want to 
hum “Swing low, sweet chariot, comin’ for to carry me home . . . a band of angels 
comin’ after me, comin’ for to carry me home.” (#703, The United Methodist Hymnal) 
Who hasn’t wanted in hard times for the hard times to just end? While hard times 
ended for Elijah, they did not for Elisha. For Elisha, the hard times went on, but he 
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lived faithfully through them wearing Elijah’s mantle—a sign that God had not 
abandoned his people, only called another prophet. And so, one pastor leaves a stole 
and the next pastor picks it up, but both pastors call you to join them on a pilgrimage 
with God, to join them as together with think on all God has done.  

Selah.  

																																																													
i	If	this	intrigues	you	and	you	feel	a	tug	to	know	more,	please	go	to	The	Center	for	Courage	and	Renewal	at	
https://couragerenewal.org/.		Not	only	do	they	have	programs	for	pastors	and	other	religious	leaders,	they	also	
have	programs	focused	on	educators	(where	they	began)	and	on	medical	professionals.		


