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Pleasant Hill Presbyterian Church
o Connecting faith with everyday life



  
 Sermon Archives  
Date:   November 12, 2017
Title: “Last One, Next One” 
Scripture:   2 Kings 2: 1-12
Description:  In the transfer of authority from Elijah to Elisha, we can learn much about the importance of going out and coming in.

It feels like this last sermon should be really good  Of course, I hope all my sermons have been good.  It feels like this one should be the pinnacle of all sermons, summarizing our ministry here and setting the tone for the next phase of growth for Pleasant Hill Church and for your personal spiritual growth.  That’s a lot of pressure!  Better get started!

There are accounts in the Bible of people who passed authority on to a successor.  Jesus, for example, breathed on his disciples and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit,” and ascended unto heaven.  (Pantomime breathing, then trying to ascend.)  Oh well, I never have been very good at being Jesus.


What about King David in the Old Testament?  1 Kings 2:1, “When David’s time to die drew near, he charged his son Solomon, saying: 2 “I am about to go the way of all the earth. Be strong, be courageous, 3 and keep the charge of the Lord your God,…”  Then David provides Solomon with the names of two powerful people who must immediately be executed:  Joab, Shemei:  “You must bring his gray head down with blood to Sheol.”  David isn’t describing an honorable retirement; he’s talking assassination for Joab and Shemei.  Solomon immediately executed Joab and added Adonijah for good measure, but he let Shemei live for years.  

Being a biblical preacher, I should identify who among you should be slain and who should live.  But being a biblical congregation, you wouldn’t stick with the list.  

So let’s see if Elijah can offer any wisdom. 

This should be good,  because Elijah is one of the top all-time greats.  When Peter, James, and John accompany Jesus to that unforgettable mountain-top experience, it’s Moses and Elijah who meet Jesus there.  In all Israel’s history they couldn’t remember anybody being closer to God than Moses or Elijah.  On his retirement day, it was like Elijah himself caught on fire with the holy presence.  Nobody could match Elijah for fiery inspiration.  

On his good days; on his bad days, not so much.  One chapter before the passage we just read, the king sent a squadron to request Elijah to come have lunch.  Apparently Elijah was a bit irritated with the king, because the old prophet calls down fire from heaven on the king’s soldiers, killing all fifty of them.  When the king sends another fifty, Elijah calls fire on them as well.  So the king sends a third squadron.  (You can imagine how eager they were to receive these orders!)  To the third group, trembling for their lives,  Elijah says, “Why not?  Sure, I’ll come have lunch.”


I don’t often preach about Elijah. 


The story begins with a spoiler.  “Now when Yahweh God was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind…”  From the first sentence, this story is about transition, about a going out and about a coming in.


Going out and coming in are important events.  They’re an important part of life, and it’s wise to pay attention.  If you aren’t awake, you might miss something big.  \
I’ll bet you remember your times of going away?  When you left for college.  Or when you were a child and your parents had to move so you had to leave the only home and only friends you’d ever known.  Or leaving the hospice where the one you loved so much had breathed their last and the very ground beneath your feet seemed shaky.  We tend to remember our goings out.


You remember coming in?  You visit a church and within ten minutes you felt like you had arrived home.  Or your helicopter touched down in a battlefield; nine months ago you were just a kid, suddenly you are a soldier fighting for freedom or simply hoping that you and your buddies  will survive.  Or maybe it was reaching a particular stage in life when at long last you had made peace with what had happened and now more than before you knew who you were and were ready to move on.


People ask Debbie and me if we’re going to travel when I’ve retired.  Well, not exactly, but sort of.  We’re going to go somewhere we’ve never been before.  We’re going to go to church, looking for a church to join.  


When we had just begun dating, Debbie was getting her hair done and the stylist asked if she was seeing anyone.  So Debbie admitted she was, and that it might be serious.  “Well, I have one question,” said the stylist.  “Does he go to church?”  “Every Sunday,” reported Debbie.  “But he won’t sit with me.”   Leaving Pleasant Hill, we’re looking forward to finding a church together.


Elijah knows it’s time to go.  he’s ready, but his apprentice prophet, Elisha, is not.  (The two names sound so alike; I think God did that just to confuse us years later.)  They walk together the seven miles from Gilgash to Bethel.  Seven miles!  Do you plan on walking seven miles on your last day?  

Then they walk eleven additional miles to Jericho.  Eighteen miles  is a long hike for an old man!  Those of you with a Fit-Bit, do you walk eighteen miles in a day?  Elijah wants to be left alone; Elisha will have none of it.  So they walk five more miles to Jericho.  Then Elijah puts his mantle in the water and they walk across Jordon. 

Bethel, Jericho, Jordan.  It sort of became a chant.  You tend to do that when you’re hiking—develop a chant that becomes part of your breathing.  Are you keeping count—that’s twenty-three miles.  Bethel, Jericho, Jordan.  But it wasn’t about the mileage.  They were time-traveling, going back to the future.  Bethel-Jericho-Jordan took them across centuries of God with the chosen people of destiny.  

In Bethel, Jacob dreamed of the ladder from heaven.  Jacob thought there was a good chance he would die the very next day.  But that night, an all-night wrestling match, God or God’s angel—who could tell?  At dawn, Bethel became the place God gave Jacob a new name, a new identity, and a new future opened up.  In Bethel, Elijah and Elisha remembered that God holds a future open, especially when it seems that everything is coming to an end.  Seven miles to Bethel—worth the walk.

Eleven miles to Jericho, where the walls came a-tumblin’ down.  In Jericho, they remembered the God who brings down walls, who breaks down barriers and opens up possibilities, not with weapons and armies, but with horns and lamps, with the sound of music and with light.  

Five more miles to Jordan.  Jordan was the river that God’s people had crossed from the wilderness into the Promised Land.  Elijah thwacked his coat on the water and the two of them walked across, back into the wilderness.  Seems like every going out or coming in begins with a feeling of wilderness, doesn’t it.

Later, Elisha would do the coat-thwack thing and, walking solo, Elisha would return from the wilderness into the Promised Land.   Even grief-stricken Elisha, his vision blinded by fiery chariots and whirling winds, even Elisha could grasp that it was his time to receive the Promised Land.  And if he didn’t get it, fifty prophets were there as witnesses.   

Bethel, Jericho, the Jordan—places of powerful memories.   We must have memory.  Memory is where we encounter God.

Moses once asked to see God face-to-face.  “Just a glimpse,” Moses begged.  “Just a peek.   “That’s a killer,” God says.  “You wouldn’t survive.”  God covers Moses’ eyes while walking by.  Then God lifts his hand in time for Moses to see only God’s backside.  And that became a Bible story.  (Isn’t the Bible strange?  I didn’t make this up!  You can read it in Exodus chapter 33.)  Moses gets to see, not where God is, but where God has just been.  Me, too.  I can tell you beautiful stories about where God has been in my life yesterday.  I never know for sure what God is up to today, much less tomorrow.  We need good God-memories.  God-memories don’t lead to, “Oh, it’s all over.  It’ll never be the same.”  God-memories give us strength and confidence for today and tomorrow.


Right at the end Elijah asks, “Is there one thing I can do for you?”  “Yes.  give me a double portion of your blessing.” (Apparently that was Old Testament legalese for “Make me your number one heir.  Treat me like a son.”)  This must’ve gotten to Elijah, who evidently didn’t have any sons.  “Okay,” promises Elijah.  “But only if you see me as I leave.”  Elisha has to see Elijah leave, has to give up on holding on to the past, wishing for the good old days.  Elisha has to stop trying to be Elijah and get on with becoming the Elisha God wants him to be.  I don’t know who your next pastor will be, but it must not be Dave Fry, Part 2.  You need for your next pastor to lead you into the future, not remind you of the past.  As I said early this year, I look forward a year or two from now being known as Pleasant Hill’s second-best pastor.

Why did Elisha had to watch Elijah leave?  Elisha was desperate for the old prophet’s blessing.  He didn’t need it, because he already had it.  Elijah had already blessed him.  You want God’s strength and bright hope for tomorrow?  Then take it; it’s yours as a gift; you already have it.

The Lord, the Bethel God of visionary power, the Jericho Lord who removes every barrier; the Lord, the God of Jordan who makes a way out of no way somehow.  The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this day forward and forevermore.  Amen. 
