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 Our Scripture text begins with Elisha son of Shaphat plowing in the fields with twelve yoke of oxen. We can 
imagine that it’s a beautiful countryside morning like this one, when the skies appear to have slept well and woken up 
happy. Not that living in the countryside is the ticket to happiness. Perhaps Elisha’s heart reflected the skies, and was clear 
with gratitude and a sense of purpose as he drove his pair of oxen. Or maybe, in contradiction to the skies his heart was 
stormy over some kind of trouble such that he’d not slept well the night before.  
 

What we can say for sure is that 12-pair of oxen––24 total––meant he and his family were fairly well-to-do. That 
he was plowing a field meant, in the big picture, he envisioned and was pursuing some kind of fruitful life, with growth and 
harvest and enjoyment of a family he loved. But as it was then, so it is now––even on peaceful countryside morning, skies 
that appear to have woken up happy arc over a world that knows hurt. 

 
The desire for some kind of fruitful life made Elisha son of Shaphat like us, and also like Philando Castile in 

Falcon Heights, Minnesota and Alton Sterling who in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, black men who died in police shootings 
this week. And also like Brent Thompson, Patrick Zamarripa, Michael Krol, Lorne Ahrens, and Michael Smith, Dallas 
police officers killed while protecting and serving peaceful protesters. 

 
The reason that Elijah disturbed Elisha’s countryside life by threw his prophet’s cloak around him is, first of all, 

that Elisha son of Shaphat mattered to God. Just like you matter to God. Just like Philando Castile and Alton Sterling 
matter to God. Just as Brent Thompson, Patrick Zamarripa, Michael Krol, Lorne Ahrens, and Michael Smith matter to 
God. The message of the gospel is that all life is from God, and therefore all life matters to God.  

 
The reason God called prophets in Israel like Elijah and Elisha, and Isaiah and Amos, and why God calls 

prophets today is that while all lives matter to God, in this broken, sometimes seeming madhouse of a world, not all lives 
are treated equally. When not all lives are treated equally, that’s called injustice, and the Lord God of heaven and earth 
despises injustice.  

 
Well-to-do Elisha son of Shaphat, with his spacious fields and twelve-yoke of oxen, whatever privilege he had 

according to the world didn’t give him a free pass in responding to the call of God. When Elijah’s cloak fell around 
Elisha’s shoulders, he knew there was only one thing he could do with his life, which was to let it go. This is why he went 
straight home, took his twenty-four oxen and slaughtered them all. He set the butchered pieces of his herd over a cooking 
fire fueled by all his plowing equipment.  

 
As the symbols of his prosperity, his security, in a way, even his family heritage went up in smoke, Elisha made his 

divestment a celebration. He called the whole town to the cookout. When they’d eaten the last rack of ox ribs and Elisha 
had nothing left to hold onto, he followed God’s call and became Elijah’s servant. In the Bible, and especially in the 
fellowship Jesus makes, those who serve God are not those who hold on to, or seek to secure or control their lives. Those 
who serve God are the ones that let their lives go. 

 
Growing up, we had a pool in our backyard. Sometimes on a hot San Diego summer day, when the temperature 

broke 80 degrees, we’d jump in the deep end of the pool and see if we could swim underwater the length and back. I was a 
fish under there, gliding smoothly and freely, having forgotten how strange and terrifying swimming is at first. 
 
 What’s so frightening about swimming at first is that, in the water, there’s nothing to hold on to. When you swim 
it is simply impossible to hold on to anything. You have to let go of the edge. You have to take your feet off the bottom. All 
that’s left is water and you can’t hold on to water. So in the water, it isn’t the swimmer but the drowning person that keeps 
trying to hold on to something. 
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At God’s call, Elisha has jumped into the deep end like someone learning to swim. He’s let go of what his life had 
been, for God had swept him up in God’s compelling call. 
 
 Letting go is one of life’s central tasks. We begin life in parents’ arms, but learn to let go of them and take steps on 
our own. The first day of kindergarten parents let go of a child’s hand at the door to the school. They are teary because 
the children is in the current that leads to graduation and out of the house.  
 

Life teaches us that letting go can be painful, especially when the relinquishment doesn’t happen by choice. We 
lose a job we wanted to hold onto. We lose income we wanted to keep. We lose opportunities that we didn’t take, so we’re 
left thinking about what we might have grabbed but now can’t. We make vows to have and hold a spouse for as long as we 
both shall live but, one day, one spouse has to let go of the other’s coffin. 

 
Perhaps it’s the pain in loss tempts us to believe that the way to life is by holding on. We cling to blessed memories 

of what the world used to be like. What is the world coming to? is a way of expressing, this is the world I knew growing up. 
This world where the news don’t just report a mass shooting but another mass shooting. Where we can watch people die live 
streamed on Facebook. Where we feel the need to arm themselves against each other. Where one person’s anger and 
isolation come to a head in the deaths of scores innocent people.  

 
We can think about the world we used to know and which made more sense to us and can feel to have lost so 

much. And so, like children clinging to the side of the pool, we can try to clutch what seems safe. We stick to familiar 
relationships and ideologies. We limit our lives to experiences and perspectives that make us feel secure. We can keep our 
emotional and intellectual distance from the changes in the world that we don’t like. We simply won’t try to understand 
them. Instead, we’ll hold on to what used to be. But trying to cling today to a world that isn’t there anymore, keeps us 
from responding to God’s call today, in the world just as it is.  
 
 Our nation has been searching its soul concerning race and power for a very long time, as far back as the day the 
nation was founded. In 1961, when buses and schools were being desegregated, there were sit-ins at segregated lunch 
counters, and Civil Rights marches and protests were close on the horizon. the American monk, Thomas Merton said that 
people who know nothing of God and whose lives are only centered on themselves think they can only find life by 
“asserting their own desires and ambitions and appetites in a struggle with the rest of the world.” 
 
 That’s because those that live selfishly can only conceive of one way of live, by cutting themselves off from other 
people and building a barrier between themselves and others. But they will never find God in this way of life. Because in 
Christ, life is not to be sought in division but in unity, for we are members of one another. Therefore, holding on to what 
divides is to live in death. 
 

Last month our family spent a week in Colorado where I was part of seminar. Heather and our boys got to come 
along and play in the Rocky Mountains. One afternoon we booked a ride on the zip line at the camp where we stayed. 
They put us in harnesses and secured us with ropes and we climbed a 50-foot ladder to the zip line platform. At the top, 
they clipped us onto the zip line and had us sit down on a platform so our legs were dangling 45-feet above the ground.  

 
A little that went up before me got to the top and decided that she didn’t want to go down. She just kept holding 

on to the platform. The instructor told her, one way or another, you’re going to have to go down. You can’t stay up there. 
The best way is just to let go and take the plunge. That’s how it was for me too. The hardest part of the riding the zip line 
is sitting on the edge and deciding just to let go. When you do, when you lean back into the harness and find that the cable 
holds, it’s the feeling of pure freedom. It’s like you belong to the wind. It a kind of falling that feels like soaring. 

 
In this very world as it is, God is always calling us to into deeper and freer life in Christ. Which means that we are 

always faced with the question of what we will let go of. Maybe it’s a conversation you’ve been putting of that you will 
finally have. Maybe it’s a grudge you’ve been nursing that you’re finally ready to relinquish. Maybe it’s a way of engaging 
church that you’ve resisted but you sense God is calling you to try. Maybe it’s a fear or failure or a difficult memory that’s 
been hard to relinquish into God’s care. Maybe it’s anger or despair over the headlines in the news. There’s no life or 
hope in holding on. If you’re going to receive what God is doing, you have to let go. 
 
 In our baptism, the water and wind of Spirit sweep us into Jesus’ life. In baptism, Jesus throws a mantle around 
our hearts and says, “Follow me.” Everyday in the life of the world, Jesus comes and throws that mantle upon us again. 



 3 

The in world where the first disciples followed Jesus anger and fear led to the death of the innocent Savior’s. Jesus gets 
every kind of injustice. He died at the hands of it. 
 

But Jesus didn’t pass on the anger, the violence, the injustice, the pain. Instead, he let it go into himself so that 
God could return it all with forgiveness. In Christ, God took hold of the world’s sins and let go of them. This is how God 
could return violence with love. Then God formed the church in which God took people who were hostile toward God 
and one another and makes them into one body. Into one people in Christ in which every life matters. 
 

When you live by faith in Christ, your life no longer depends on how careful or comfortable you are, or how 
protected and secure you feel. Your true life no longer depends on what the world is like. Life depends on whether Jesus is 
risen from the dead. And with Christ risen from the dead, whatever we let go of only sends us falling deeper into his life. 
His life by which God has reconciled the world to himself and has entrusted to his church the message of reconciliation. 
The mantle is upon is. Let us live in response to God’s call. Amen.  


