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Sermon, Proper 8, June 26, 2022, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“He picked up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and went back and stood on the 
bank of the Jordan. He took the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and struck the water, 
saying, "Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?" When he had struck the water, the water was 
parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha went over.” (2 Kings 2:13-14) 
 

In the season after Pentecost the Revised Common Lectionary provides two 

tracks for the Hebrew Bible readings. We are currently following track one. In 

track two  we would hear the story of the beginning of Elisha’s apprenticeship with 

Elijah. God has told Elijah to anoint Elisha as his successor. Anointing with oil by 

a prophet is usually associated with kingship, as David is anointed by Samuel. 

Elisha’s call to be a prophet has a faint echo with David’s anointing. David is the 

youngest son and was off tending the sheep, yet Samuel knows to seek him out 

among all his older brothers.  

When Elijah finds Elisha, Elisha is plowing a field with yoke oxen. He is 

twelfth behind several other yokes which means he too was probably the youngest. 

Being last in line while plowing wouldn’t have been any fun! Curiously Elijah 

doesn’t anoint Elisha, he throws his mantle over him. After creating a feast of 

boiled beef for his family, Elisha follows Elijah. (1 Kings 19:19-21) Elijah’s 

mantle is important to today’s story so I wanted to give you a glimpse of how it 

first appears. 

In today’s reading from 2 Kings, Elijah has reached the end of his life. He 

takes Elisha on one last journey together. They travel from Gilgal to Bethel, and 
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finally to the Jordan River. This is significant as it mirrors Joshua’s route with the 

Hebrew people to the crossing of the Jordan. When Elijah reaches the Jordan, 

together with Elisha and a company of other prophets, Elijah takes his mantle, rolls 

it up, and strikes the water. The waters of the river part, and they all cross on dry 

ground. This echoes the acts of Moses and Joshua as they lead their people 

seemingly through impossible barriers.  

I was struck by Elijah’s use of his rolled-up mantle. The significance of his 

doing this is not clear. Yet his use of his own mantle suggests that he has brought 

the cumulative power of his life in God as a truly mighty prophet to the edge of the 

river, and it is that which parts the water. Elijah then asks Elisha, “Tell me what I 

may do for you before I am taken from you.” Elisha responds: “Please let me 

inherit a double portion of your spirit.” (2 Kings 2:9) What an astonishing thing to 

ask for. The son that inherits the double portion is the first-born, the one who may 

be specially dedicated to God, and who has a special care to perpetuate the 

memory of the father.  

After Elijah is taken up to heaven in a chariot of fire, Elisha picks up the 

fallen mantle. It is as if Elijah once again has thrown the mantle over him. Elisha 

takes the mantle, and he too strikes the water, saying, “Where is the LORD the 

God of Elijah?” I hear this as an invocation and recognition of God’s power and 



 3 

presence. Elisha waits to see if God will act once again. The water parts, and 

Elisha crosses over the river. He has received his inheritance. 

Have you had a person in your life who has been a mentor to you—or 

perhaps more than one? It could have been someone whose example or wisdom 

inspired you. You hope to learn more from them. It could have been on the job, or 

while developing a special skill or avocation such as art, a particular sport, or car 

mechanics. Usually that person knows you well. At the same time they see 

something in you that you may not even acknowledge in yourself. They help you 

grow and become who you are meant to be—perhaps in unexpected ways. 

 Over the years I have had teachers I’ve loved who have certainly drawn 

things out of me. Yet in thinking back I remember the swimming coach I had when 

I was a sophomore in high school. I had always loved to swim, and swimming was 

one of the options for a winter sport at my school. I had not been used to thinking 

of myself as an athlete in any way. My coach was young. She was studying 

physical education at a nearby university. Her enthusiasm and encouragement led 

us all to try to do our best. She herself was an amazing swimmer. She was able to 

swim three laps of the pool completely underwater. To my surprise I ended up on 

the junior varsity team! At the end of the year I received the award for most 

improved. I was still no great shakes as an athlete. Yet my coach saw something in 

me, something that could grow, that could give me a different sense of self. 
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 When a mentor appears in our lives there are things we must do also. We 

must recognize that they have something important to teach us; we must trust 

them. If we are led out of our comfort zones—that often happens when we are 

invited to a deeper integrity or healing—we must be willing to go where the 

mentor leads. There is work involved. Sometimes a lot of time goes by before we 

see results, or understand what is really required of us—perhaps a lifetime.  

 We have Jesus as the ultimate mentor and teacher. When Jesus encounters 

people who are vulnerable, who need healing, who are separated from their 

communities for any number of reasons, he is compassionate. He comes close to 

these people, not afraid to touch them, or to allow himself to be touched. With 

those who aspire to be disciples, in whom he sees potential, however, he take s a 

different tack. He can be direct, even almost harsh. We see this Jesus today. Jesus 

knows the cost of discipleship, what is required. At the beginning of today’s 

Gospel we hear that Jesus’ face is set toward Jerusalem. (Luke 9:53) He is on his 

way to the cross. 

 The first would-be disciple Jesus encounters says, “I will follow you 

wherever you go.” (Luke 9:57) This person surely recognizes something 

compelling in Jesus’ person, yet perhaps Jesus recognizes they have not counted 

the true cost. Jesus counters with, “If you are looking for safety, for an easy path, 

for shelter, this road does not lead you there.” “Foxes have holes, and birds of the 
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air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58) In the 

background I hear Jesus saying, “My Kingdom is not of this world.” (John 18:6) 

Jesus is ready to lead this person to life; they must reach a deeper understanding of 

what that means. “Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their 

life for my sake will find it.” (Matthew 10:39) 

 To another person Jesus says simply, “Follow me.” Unlike Jesus’ first 

followers this person does not lay down his nets immediately and follow. He has 

an important task to do first. Of course taking care to bury his father properly is the 

good and ethical thing to do. In ordinary circumstances I am sure Jesus would have 

understood and supported this act. Yet there is an urgency to Jesus’ call: “…Go 

and proclaim the Kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:60) The Kingdom is near—and 

getting nearer. Lives will be renewed and changed.  

 The last person says, “I will follow you, but let me first…” and we can all 

fill in the blanks here. Interesting having heard a bit about Elisha’s call to become 

a prophet that a plow comes into it. It is not just that there is always going to be 

something that appears more important, that asks for our attention. It is that our 

focus is not where it needs to be in the moment. If one is plowing a field, imagine 

the consequences of looking back. The furrow will not be straight, the animal or 

person pulling the plow could get tangled up, the seeds trampled into the ground 

and wasted. 


