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Leaving is sometimes difficult, moving on can be hard. I remember that the move from Galloway to Lincolnshire with three small children went smoothly, and soon we adapted to new surroundings and responsibilities, but underneath there was a long process of bereavement, a leaving behind a slice of life now past, with the loss of some possibilities and the gain of others. I know that taking on another’s mantle can be both demanding and exhilarating. In Lincoln, the Course Principal resigned quite suddenly, and I became acting Director for a year, and then Principal of the Ministry Training Scheme.
In our OT reading Elijah is about to leave, to be taken up into heaven by a whirlwind. It may remind you of the Wizard of Oz, or better the Ascension of our Lord.
Elijah’s ministry was in the northern kingdom of Israel, but now with Elisha he visits Judah in the south, stopping at cities that featured in the story of Canaan’s conquest.

Elijah tells, about to become his successor, to wait at Gilgal, while he makes his way to Bethel. His disciple refuses to stay behind, but rather insists on travelling with his master. Leaving and saying good-bye are often hard, even when we open ourselves to God’s future.
Elijah takes the same approach at Bethel, telling Elisha to stay there, but again Elisha refuses to leave the older man, and again they go on together. It seems a strange process of letting go and handing on, and a large group of prophets observe them by the Jordan.

The story is very much a re-capitulation of Israel’s past, and of the people crossing the Reed Sea and the Jordan. As Moses raised his staff, so now Elijah uses his folded mantle, the cloth that hid his face when he had heard the still small voice.

So into spirituals and hymnody has come the language of crossing the Jordan. Of course, the story here not only looks back, but looks forward to John the Baptist, a prophet like Elijah who administered a baptism of repentance on Jordan’s bank.
After they have crossed this significant boundary, Elijah asks, “Tell me what I may do for you before I am taken from you?”

Elisha replies, “Please let me inherit a double portion of your spirit.” What did Jesus promise his waiting disciples? As well as promising the inheritance of the Holy Spirit, whose fruit we heard of in the second reading, he says, “and greater deeds than these you will do, because I go to the Father.”

Sometimes it is only in letting go that we are able to receive.

Elijah admits that Elisha has asked for hard thing, but says, “If you see me being taken from you, it will be granted to you.” It is a story of departure and gift, a type of Ascension and Pentecost.

So they continue walking and talking like two people doing the Emmaus Walk or ambling along on Bede’s Way, when they are separated suddenly by horses and chariots of fire, and Elijah departs. Elisha continued watching and crying out “Father, father!” 
So some Tanzanian pastors cried out when they had lost me in a crowd of a quarter of a million worshippers outside Berlin’s Bradenburg gate. I had disappeared from sight - not in a whirlwind into heaven, but into the midst of an endless throng.
There comes a time for moving on. So when Elisha could see Elijah no longer, he grasped his own clothes and tore them in two. Now he is called to a new task, a different responsibility, a big undertaking, but how could he step into the shoes of Elijah, the fiery man of God?

But now he takes up the mantle of Elijah and strikes the water. The call to follow as a faithful disciple and servant of God requires the strength and wisdom of God. So having taken up the mantle, he asks, “Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?” and the waters are parted, and he crosses over into God’s future, into the promises of God.
Interestingly, our Gospel text began with the words, “When the days drew near for Jesus to be taken up.” He set his face to go by way of Jerusalem. Jesus was neither avoiding the conflict nor the loss that he would face there. They went by way of Samaria, a region inhabitant by people whom most Jews regarded as heretics, compromised by Canaanite influences. When they were shunned by a Samaritan village, those sons of thunder, James and John, wanted to call down fire from heaven on the villagers, as Elijah had done. Jesus’ way was different, and they pressed on to another village.
To follow Jesus on the road is no easy or light matter. One would-be disciple said, “I’ll follow you wherever you go. Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air their nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” To another Jesus said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Let me first bury my father.” He is told to let the dead bury their dead, the spiritually dead, but you, without delay, tell the good news of God’s kingdom.” A third said, “I’ll follow you, but first let me say farewell to those at home. 
Leaving, parting is hard to do. Easily we may be held back by ties, claims and responsibilities, but God’s call is paramount.

Jesus’ reply takes up the earlier story of Elisha’s call in 1 Kings, where Elijah calls him from following the plough.
My grandfather was a Galloway ploughman, who later worked in the Ayrshire coalfield, and was still working in retirement as a lorry driver at the time of his death, when I was but a toddler.
We worship the God who calls, who in Jesus Christ bids us this morning to follow, to move on with hope, counting the cost, bearing the loss, receiving the promise and entering into the joy which no-one can take from us.
