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It could happen. You could be on Jeopardy! and in a tight game, and when Final Jeopardy comes the category is “Biblical Facts,” and because you’ve been paying attention in church you bet all your money. And here comes the answer: These two men are the only persons in the Bible who are taken up into heaven without having to die first.


And boy, is Alex Trebek impressed when you respond: “Who are Enoch and Elijah?” You win! Finally coming to church pays off!


Enoch we won’t go into today. He shows up back in Genesis, an ancestor of Noah. He’s 365 years old when, as the scripture says, he “walked with God.” 


But we will talk about Elijah, as today we conclude our sermon miniseries about the great prophet of Israel in the 9th century before Christ. You’ll recall that we’ve looked at the story of Elijah and the widow of Zarephath, who miraculously fed the prophet when she herself was on the brink of starvation; and we studied Elijah’s intervention when the evil King Ahab took over his neighbor’s vineyard; and last week we saw how God made a space for Elijah to hear God’s voice when the prophet was in his deepest discouragement.


Today we begin at the end: this fantastical tale in 2 Kings of the conclusion of Elijah’s life. I say conclusion, because sure enough Elijah does not die. In a dramatic scene of horses of fire and a chariot made of fire, the prophet is taken up to heaven “in a whirlwind.” It’s a reward, apparently, for his faithfulness in life, a life spent struggling mightily against the king’s absolute power that has been corrupted absolutely, and has pulled Israel away from the God of its ancestors.


Today I’m not so much interested in the fire and the whirlwind and Elijah’s easy exit from this mortal coil. I want us to take our eyes off the skies and look down at the man he leaves behind: Elisha, the chosen successor to Elijah as the prophet who will speak God’s truth to a truthless nation. 

In this passage we see Elisha tag along with Elijah, sticking with him even when Elijah tells him to stay behind, recognizing that God has called him to follow in the great man’s sandal-prints and he had better learn all he can while Elijah is still on earth. And when Elijah says to him, “Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken from you,” Elisha boldly responds, “Let me inherit a double share of your spirit.” 

Elisha knows that this great prophet has been, in many ways, a father to him, and he considers himself Elijah’s heir. Not just any heir, but an eldest son, who in the custom of the time gets an extra measure of everything for his inheritance. And so, like an eldest son, he asks for a double portion of Elijah’s spirit, twice as much as any other heir. Only a second helping will be enough for the job he is called to do.


I’ve been thinking lately about what it means to pass the torch, about how we are called to identify and nurture and share our wisdom with those who will follow us. I say wisdom and I mean it. Each one of us, by virtue of our formal and informal education and because we have lived and learned, each one of us has unique wisdom. It would be a shame if we were to leave this earth, flaming horses or not, with that wisdom locked up inside us. Like Elijah, we need to figure out how to pass the torch – for Elijah it was a mantle – to those who come next. 

And so I want to propose some ways we can do this. In a broad sense we’re talking about mentoring here, but I don’t want to limit it to a work situation or even an older person-younger person relationship. I’m talking about ways we can bring special people in our orbit into a closer walk with the gifts God has given them. Maybe it will help if you can take a moment and think of someone you know who maybe you’re being called to help grow. Maybe it’s the teenage daughter of your across-the-street neighbor. Maybe it’s the curious kid who shovels your sidewalk. Maybe it is someone at work, or someone at the place you volunteer, or someone here at church – somebody who seems to be on the verge of something but can’t quite figure it out. Can you call such a person to mind? How is God summoning you into that person’s life?
Let’s start with discernment, the difficult process of figuring out what to do with your life. One of the greatest gifts we can give someone is to discern God’s gifts in her and point them out. “You really know how to cut away the clutter and get to the heart of things,” we might notice. Or: “You are just so talented with plants. You might not even realize how good you are with them.” Or: “You are really easy to talk to. You draw people out because they feel comfortable with you. I really admire that.” What would it feel like to hear an assessment like that? Do you suppose the person who heard those words might start to notice that quality in herself, and celebrate it, and cultivate it? Who knows where that might lead, simply because you discerned a quality or ability and pointed it out? We can be a catalyst for that kind of discernment in someone’s life.

Second, we can help people recognize their place in the story of human history. That sounds pretty grand, so let me explain. We are in many ways a cut-flower generation; we’ve lost sight of our roots in families, in communities, as a nation. There are a lot of reasons for this – people moving away from their families of origin and the community where they grew up, the pace of technological change. But it can be hard to recognize that we stand on the shoulders of giants. We need to remind people we care about of that truth. 

There was a great Hungarian concert pianist named Andor Földes who tells a story about this. When he was 16 years old, he had a visitor. The pianist Emil von Sauer, the last surviving pupil of Franz Liszt, came to Budapest and asked young Andor to play for him. The teenager played Bach’s Toccata in C Major. Von Sauer asked him to play something else. Andor played Beethoven’s “Pathetique” sonata, putting his heart and soul into it, and then he played a piece by Schumann.

There was a long pause. Finally von Sauer stood up, took the young man’s head in his hands and kissed him on the forehead. “My son,” he said, “when I was your age I became a student of Liszt. He kissed me on the forehead after my first lesson, saying, ‘Take good care of this kiss – it comes from Beethoven, who gave it to me after hearing me play.’ I have waited for years to pass on this sacred heritage, and now I feel you deserve it.” That sense of an anointed place in history – that is precious. We too can give that.

Next, we need to be about teaching. You know things. Teach them. 

There was a death notice in the New York Times a few weeks back for a very interesting woman, and it included this plea: “The deceased asks for contributions to the Humane Society, votes for Democrats, and that her recipe for lemon bars be kept secret.” That’s cute, but I think it’s the wrong way to go. If this woman had taught her grandsons how to make the lemon bars, the world would be a better place. 

You know things. It’s kind of like buying a book, reading it and loving it, but you know you’ll probably never read it again. Do you keep it on your bookshelf? Wouldn’t it be better to give that book to a friend or to the library? Hoard it, and in a sense you’re depriving someone else of the pleasure you took in that book. Give it up, and good things are unleashed on the world. Teach what you know.

Along with teaching comes the opportunity to encourage the person you’re engaging. This is half the battle of teaching. And it comes from the realization that doing great work, engaging fully the gifts God has given you, can be really challenging. Malcolm Gladwell, in his book about success called Outliers, says it takes about 10 years of practice, or 10,000 hours, to attain true expertise in anything. It’s a brain thing, and study after study has shown this: composers, basketball players, fiction writers, ice skaters, chess players, even master criminals, for all of them it takes 10,000 hours of practice to become great at what they do.


That’s a long haul. And so if the person you have called to mind is a child, or timid, or easily discouraged, encouragement is one of the greatest gifts you can give. It’s one thing to recognize a skill or a quality, and it’s another to develop that skill or quality to its fullest potential. It takes time. It takes persistence. And it takes someone who believes in you.


Finally, when the stars align just so, you want to share with your person a real passion for using his gifts. I’m always interested in people who are just consumed by arcane pursuits – the man who collects presidential impeachment buttons, the woman who builds a scale model of the Battle of Antietam. I don’t always understand, but it’s hard to miss the passion behind those pursuits. And so if you’re lucky enough to be the Elijah who passes his mantle to an Elisha whose talents you share, don’t be afraid to open up about what you love. You might just call forth the next-generation genius that will serve God’s purposes in the world long after you’re gone.


In our years on this good earth, we have the chance to do great things. At your funeral you want them to be able to say, she squeezed every last drop out of the orange. But the world will be richer, and your life will be richer, if you find a way to bring out the best in another person. In all of these ways – in discerning God’s call for them, locating their place in history, teaching, encouraging, sharing a passion – in these ways we can be like Elijah, who turned his greatness toward the next generation and gave to his successor Elisha a double share of his spirit. That same gift is ours to give. Give it with a glad heart.


Amen.


