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 In a relay race, the exchange of the baton is one of the most 

important things the runners do.  A bad hand-off where the next runner 

starts too soon, or the one with the baton runs out gas too early, or the 

baton is dropped in the exchange, can mean the difference between 

winning or losing the race.  The exchange needs to go smoothly, with good 

timing, in order for the runners to be able to compete adequately.   

 Today’s lessons all look at the exchanges between the major 

participants in the stories.  In the Elijah and Elisha story, Elijah has been 

called by God to hand his baton, or his mantle as God’s major prophet, 

over to Elisha.  Elijah was feeling overwhelmed by his task and called out 

to God for help.  God instructed Elijah to anoint others to various tasks 

while selecting Elisha to be the one who would eventually take over.  Elijah 

found Elisha plowing and as he walked past him, threw his mantle, or his 

cloak on Elisha.  That was the call for Elisha to follow Elijah and the 

beginning of the passing of the baton of prophet from one to the other.   

 Paul is also discussing the passing of the baton or mantle of faith in 

Christ to the Galatians.  He is reminding them not to go back to the law, or 

the ways of the flesh, leaving behind their new-found faith in Jesus Christ.   
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 Luke tells of the first instances of the passing of the baton, or mantle, 

of His ministry to the disciples who are still in the learning stages.  In 

Jerusalem, the mantle is passed on to the apostles who will be empowered 

to re-enact the events that have led up to Jerusalem.  Finally, the mantle 

moves to Rome as the center of the Christian Church. 

 We experience this ‘passing of the mantle’ in our families in similar 

ways.  The passing of the ‘family mantle’ can be a challenging thing.  It 

brings new responsibilities—such as managing a parent’s finances or 

taking care of the family home with all the implications of dealing with the 

contents of the home.  It also has emotional implications:  sorrow and grief 

over the loss of that generation and the loss of the knowledge of that 

generation. 

 In terms of our faith, each generation of Christians is charged with 

learning and sharing the story so that we will have a clear understanding of 

our faith in Jesus Christ, and be able to share that marvelous story with 

future generations.   

 Someone has coined the phrase, “Will our faith have children?” 

which I think is a good way to state it.  How good are we, and how good 

have we been, at passing on the mantle of faith?  Over the years we have 

seen the steady decline of many mainline churches--including our Lutheran 
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church.  At our Synod Theological Day this past week we learned that as 

many as 3 generations are becoming unchurched.  Families are neglecting 

to pass on the faith, or succeeding generations are failing to pick up the 

mantle. So what about our own families?  I realize this is a touchy subject.   

We can share the faith, but we need to remember that it is up to the Holy 

Spirit and each person. 

 We have seen the meteoric rise of many fundamental Christian 

churches—churches that share the Christian faith, but lack the same 

theology as ours.  We have also seen the rise of churches whose focus is 

basically self-help or the power of positive thinking over and above the 

cross.  The continent of Europe has seen a huge decline in church 

attendance to the point of near extinction.  The African church, on the other 

hand, has seen the opposite effect—a tremendous growth in Christianity to 

the point that, if not now, then very soon the African continent will hold the 

largest number of Christians worldwide.  In the midst of Europe’s downturn 

in Christianity, other religions such as Islam, have taken hold and are 

rapidly growing.  In areas of turmoil or struggle the Church/Christian faith 

seems to flourish, as opposed to when it is easy.  Complacency is a 

problem. 
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 The Christian Church is struggling in the United States right now as 

well.   We are experiencing churches closing, a shortage of pastors, and a 

lack of young people in many congregations.  We face challenges to our 

faith, to our beliefs, to the core aspects of the Bible and our Christian 

heritage.   “So, will our faith have children?”  This becomes an important 

question for us. 

 All this causes us to look deep inside ourselves and challenge 

ourselves and our church with the ways in which we are passing on the 

mantle as given us in Jesus’ Great Commission:  “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the Name of the Father, and of the 

Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you.”   

 ‘Passing the mantle’ involves looking ahead, not behind, to 

understand where we need to grow, and where we need to reformulate the 

great message of our Lutheran tradition to meet the needs of future 

generations.  The powerful and innovative Baptist preacher Rev. Billy 

Graham once said that the Lutheran church is a sleeping giant.  Once the 

Lutherans figure out how to share and tell our story of salvation by grace 

through faith, he said, they will be able to reach multitudes with the 

powerful message Luther gave us.   
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 In my first parish, one of the women’s groups was struggling.  They 

were frustrated by their inability to reach the younger generation of women 

and get them involved in their organization.  The women of the ELCA have 

a superb organization and they saw their group dying out because they 

couldn’t keep the young women active.  I went to some of the young 

women and asked them about this and they said that the older women 

were set in their ways and unable to accept any changes.  The younger 

women would get involved and try to implement changes that would appeal 

to their generation, but the older women would not let them go through with 

those ideas.  They wanted everything done exactly as it had been done for 

many years. This frustrated the younger women, who felt as if they were 

being used just to serve the others.  Until there was change in the ways 

they did things, the older women in that congregation would not experience 

a renewal in their organization and the younger women would not benefit 

from the great resources the larger church could provide. 

 The church is different in many ways than it was when I began 

ministry, yet it is still Christ’s church.  We have changed and we are 

changing to adapt to the new realities of our world in some ways, but as 

Billy Graham stated, we could do a whole lot more with the great 

theological background we possess as a church.  Our challenge is to keep 
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to the theological roots of our tradition without letting the tradition rule the 

ways we reach out.  Our challenge is to bring the message of grace 

through faith to a generation of technology and change.  It will resonate 

with them and it will create and sustain faith because it is a Living Word 

that we possess.  It is Christ’s Church, and as we listen to the Holy Spirit’s 

leading and inspiration this will happen.  We just have to be willing to let the 

Spirit shape and mold the church for the future generations.  This might 

involve sending missionaries from the US and Africa in a concerted effort to 

Europe to try to revitalize the church and reach growing numbers of 

unchurched.  Maybe we even need some African missionaries here in the 

US!  We also need to be open to new models of ministry, outreach, and 

worship that will connect with people who are not being reached now. 

 The baton of faith is in our hands.  We can’t ‘call down fire from the 

sky’ to obliterate those who don’t follow Jesus.  We need to find new and 

exciting ways to meet the challenges that are before us, so that all people 

will know that “old, old, story of Jesus and His love.”    

 Amen             1398 


