
TRANSFIGURATION,  Feb. 2018 2 Kings 2, Loss and continuity 

 My nephew, Matthew, lives in the Twin Cities and is married to Janine.  They’re 

in their mid to late twenties and have been paying off student loan debt while living with 

her parents the last several years.  Having paid off their loans last year, they scrimped and 

saved every penny they could from their modest jobs in order to save enough for a down 

payment on a small home.  At the end of this past December, they purchased a cute little 

starter house and moved in.  At the beginning of February, Matthew’s job was eliminated 

and he became unemployed.  Ouch!  Matthew has one of those worthy and idealistic 

degrees, a Bachelor of Arts with a major of environmental studies, that doesn’t easily 

lead to lucrative full-time employment.  His former job wasn’t ideal, but it was a job.  So, 

now what?  Matthew is feeling anxious and depressed, and I would too.  But his parents 

tried to encourage him to see this not only as a loss, but as an opportunity; perhaps this 

search for a new employment will actually enable him to find a job more suited to his 

interests and skills.  Is this occurrence a closed door or an open door?  Is it a loss or an 

opportunity?   Or perhaps to put this question into the context of our first lesson today 

and the context of our lives and this past week:  when we experience loss, is all lost?  

(When we experience loss, is all lost?) 

 I think it’s safe to say that there has been loss, disruption, change in our common 

lives this past week.  Most obviously, the tragic fire that destroyed Carmen and David 

Smith’s home.  What a grievous loss for them, and I think also how deeply felt their loss 

has been for so many.  It’s a loss both physical and emotional, of course, with all kinds of 

implications for the present and the future.  In perhaps less dramatic ways, there are other 

communal losses we experience.  A number of our beloved older members have been 



increasingly struggling with issues of health or mobility; they have lost the vigor or 

mobility they once enjoyed, and that also impacts many beyond just themselves. It can be 

hard to see that. The recent caucuses last Tuesday may highlight for some a loss of unity 

and civility in our common political and public life, and a grief over the deep divisiveness 

we now experience.  Even joyful experiences can include a component of loss.  For some 

reason, it struck me this past week that my daughter will be getting married in 4 and ½ 

months; 4 and ½ months!  It used to be way farther away than that!  And the realization 

brought not just happiness but a pang of bitter-sweetness over her growing up and away, 

as surely she must and should.  But still.  Our annual meeting even was certainly a cause 

for celebration; I think one could fairly argue that we at present are the largest, best 

funded and most active congregation that we have ever been.  And believe me, not too 

many congregations could say that right now.  But as we discuss the necessary changes, 

like remodeling the kitchen, that need to happen, there’s also a little sense of loss over the 

simplicity of the once quite little church we once were, decades ago, half the size in space 

and people we are now.  Loss is all around us; loss happens.  But the question can surely 

be asked:   If we experience loss, is all lost?   How does our ancient Old Testament story 

address this question? 

 This story comes to us from the 8th C. BC and centers on two prophets: Elijah and 

Elisha.  Elijah was famed for his fiery zeal and his radical allegiance to God.  It is Elijah 

who stood up to the Baal worship of the infamous Queen Jezebel.  It is Elijah who heard 

God speak to him in a still small voice after experiencing earthquakes, storms and fire.  

Elijah had an extraordinary life, perhaps somewhat unlike our own.  He worked miracles, 

he was visited and fed by angels, he confronted kings with their injustices, and in the end, 



he is carried off to heaven in a whirlwind in this remarkable chariot.  According to Old 

Testament theologians, Elijah doesn’t die like most of us—he is instead “translated”—

moving directly from earth to heaven via this  chariot.  His body was never found.  

Jewish folklore has it that Elijah still wanders the earth among the poor.  A chair is set for 

Elijah at ever ritual of circumcision.  And when Passover is celebrated yearly, devout 

Jews leave the door ajar and an empty chair at the table, so that Elijah may come in and 

join them.  Elijah was the chief prophet and miracle worker after Moses in the minds of 

the Hebrew people, and there was a space of about 500 years between these two men.  

So, his presence among the Hebrew people was crucial in their minds. And now he is 

leaving.  His leave taking is certainly the worst kept secret possible; Elijah knows about 

it, Elisha knows about it, the prophets at Bethel know about it, and the prophets of 

Jericho know about it.  Elijah is leaving, and a chasm of loss opens up for the Hebrew 

people.  Who now will speak truth to power?  Who now will work the kind of remarkable 

miracles that Elijah worked?  Who now will stand in for God in the presence of the 

Hebrew people?  This is a significant loss; but is all lost?  

  Elijah isn’t the only character in our story; there is also his successor, the 

prophet, Elisha.  And it is the interaction between these two that is so very touching in 

our lesson today.  Elijah and Elisha both know the Elijah is to leave this earth.  We might 

understand this as knowing that someone we love has a terminal illness and not long to 

live.  You may have noticed that Elijah twice tries to leave Elisha behind.  He urges him 

to stay, while he goes on alone.  Each time Elisha replies, “As the Lord lives, and as you 

yourself live, I will not leave you.”  In those words I hear echoes of all the words of those 

who have stayed at the bedside of someone they loved until their death finally came.  



Few things are harder to do and few things are as worth doing.  It’s the kind of 

faithfulness that only God can inspire and sustain.  In the Lord of the Rings books and 

movies, there’s this same kind of faithfulness between Frodo, the hobbit and hero, and his 

dear friend, Sam.  At one point on their dangerous quest, Frodo believes that he must 

continue on by himself, rather than put anyone else in peril.  He attempts to leave Sam 

behind by fleeing in a boat, knowing that Sam can’t swim.  But, Sam tries to swim out to 

the boat and risks drowning, in order to accompany Frodo to the very end.  Frodo tells 

him, “I have to do this alone, Sam.”  And Sam says, “Of course you do.  And I’m coming 

with you!”  That’s the same kind of friendship and deep faithfulness that we see at play 

here between Elijah and Elisha, and we see if it in our daily lives between husband and 

wife, parent and child, siblings, and friends.  Elisha is determined to be with Elijah until 

the very end.  And, like us also, Elisha is having a hard time letting go.  He’s not ready.  

He doesn’t look for this change.  He wants the old, the familiar, the strong, to remain---as 

do we all.  Like us, Elisha dreads the end that he knows is coming.  

 As that end draws near, Elijah asks Elisha if there is anything he can do for him 

before he leaves.  Elisha asks for a share of Elijah’s spirit, a kind of legacy of spirit and 

faith that will live on in him even when Elijah is gone.  Elijah notes that Elisha asks a 

great deal and tells him that if Elisha sees him, Elijah, being taken up to heaven, then 

Elisha will be granted the legacy. 

 Then comes the dramatic event itself:  that remarkable chariot and set of horses 

appears, and Elijah ascends in it in the midst of a whirlwind.  He’s gone, “translated” into 

heaven, and Elisha does see it.  



 I found myself wondering, perhaps a bit irreverently, how this story would be 

written today.  Would a small, but sleek private jet take the place of the chariot?  Would 

there be fireworks and special effects as it bore Elijah out of sight?  The truth be known, 

there is something awesome about being in flight, whether by chariot or jet.  I’m not a fan 

of transportation by jet airplane, but even I have to admit that you get an amazing view 

from on high.  If the weather is good, you can see the ground all of the way, the rivers, 

the fields, the lake, the clusters of homes that make up cities.  Things look different from 

on high, don’t they?  The clouds are suddenly neighbors instead of being far beyond our 

reach. I’d almost rather walk to my destination than fly, but I am grateful in an airplane 

for a chance to see things differently than I usually do.  If we didn’t take such a sight for 

granted, due it’s commonplace nature now, we would realize we are seeing something 

remarkable. 

 And in both our Old Testament and Gospel lesson, there are remarkable sights to 

be seen.  The disciples see Jesus transfigured before them, after an appearance from 

Moses and Elijah, the prophet of our Old Testament lesson.  Elisha sees his beloved 

mentor and revered prophet, Elijah, ride a chariot into heaven.  And in each case, the 

reaction of these viewers is one of intense emotion, but not happy emotion, necessarily.  

The disciples with Jesus are terrified, we read, and they want to build shelters for this 

vision, so that they may think upon it for a while.  Doesn’t work.  Elisha appears not so 

much terrified as grief stricken; he cries out, he laments the leaving of one he thinks of as 

a “father”, and he rends his clothes, a traditional expression of grief in ancient culture.  

Elisha has lost Elijah, as has all of ancient Israel.  What now?  With this loss, is all lost? 



 Our text today ends with Elisha tearing his clothes in despair.   The loss is all 

consuming, it would seem.  But is all really lost?  The very next verse reads like this:  

“Then he picked up Elijah's cloak that had fallen from him, returned to the shore of the 

Jordan, and stood there.  He took Elijah's cloak - all that was left of Elijah! - and hit the 

river with it, saying, "Now where is the God of Elijah? Where is God?" When he struck 

the water, the river parted and Elisha went over.”  Elisha picks up the clock, the mantle, 

that Elijah leaves behind, and in the midst of questioning where God is in the midst of 

this loss and turmoil and change, it becomes evident that God is with him.  The mantle of 

prophet and miracle worker has passed from Elijah to Elisha, and the river parts for 

Elisha as it had for Elijah, and Elisha crosses over.  He never looks back either.  God 

provides for a continuity of leadership, prophecy, and miracles in this particular instance 

as Elisha carries on this ministry.  Elisha will also speak truth to power and work many 

miracles.  There will be no one who reaches the renown of either of these two prophets, 

until around 700 years later when Christ comes on the scene.  

 When we experience loss, is all lost?  The answer must be no.  God provides for 

continuity, for new opportunities, for new avenues of exploration, for new life.   We see 

this, I think, even in the death of older generations, when we recognize that our 

grandchild, for example, may remind us of our long gone parents or grand parents.  Or 

when a church like ours, instead of fading away, continues to grow and thrive and honor 

the original vision of our founders and forebears, though they are long gone from us.  The 

mantle of their ministry has been picked up by us, has it not?  God provides for continuity 

and opportunities, even the midst of loss.  When we experience loss, all is not lost.  

Because God is present. 



 I am certainly not suggesting, though, that we don’t or shouldn’t grieve loss.  Our 

grief is often in direct proportion to the value of what is lost;  our grief honors that value.  

It is human to grieve, and not only human, but divine; Christ weeps many times in the 

Gospels.  We certainly grieve, but not as those who have no hope, as St. Paul points out.  

It is, perhaps, a matter of how we see.  At times, the loss is all we can see, and we cry out, 

and rend our garments, and feel overwhelmed.  But if we keep looking, we may also see 

some surprising, even amazing, sights; chariots in the whirlwind; Jesus transfigured.  

Rebuilt homes.  New jobs.  Remodeled kitchens. New family  members. God brings 

remarkable sights to our eyes. That’s because our faith shapes our seeing.  Which is why 

we sing songs like, “Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart.”  So that God shapes how 

we see.  So that we may trust, that even when we experience loss, all is not lost.  Because 

God is with us.  God’s final word is always life. Amen.  

 

  


