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1 Kings 19:16, 19-21; Galatians 5:1, 13-18; Luke 9:51-62; Psalm 16, You are my inheritance, O God. 

I sometimes wonder about the people who put our Lectionary together. What were they thinking? Not only have they left out just about every story in the scripture about women. But on top of that, they often cut out the best parts of the story that they do tell. So this afternoon, like Paul Harvey, I won’t to take some time to tell the rest of the story.

In today’s first reading (1 Kings 19) we come upon the great prophet Elijah who is getting older and tireder and who has been asked by God to call another prophet to replace him. So Elijah calls Elisha, and we hear the story of the great summons that results in Elisha – a younger man who seems to be in the prime of his youth (he has 12 yoke of oxen, and he’s serving as the 12th!) --  slaughtering his primary means of income, giving up everything including his family, and following Elijah into an unknown future as his prophet apprentice.   


But what we don’t hear today is the story in 1 Kings 18 of what had just happened to Elijah. He had just done battle with the prophets of  the evil Queen Jezebel; he had humiliated and slaughtered them all; and on top of that, filled with the Spirit, Elijah had hitched up his clothing and  run a day’s journey, pumped on the success of the battle he had waged on Yahweh’s behalf.


As you might imagine, Queen Jezebel was furious and she threatened to kill Elijah in some pretty gruesome ways. By the time word of her fury got to Elijah, I guess his adrenaline had run out. He was tired and hungry and scared, and at the beginning of 1 Kings 19 , we hear him say, “Yahweh, I have had enough. Take my life. I am no better than my ancestors.” And then, in utter exhaustion and despair, he laid down to die. Of course, an angel comes to feed him and bring him back to life. Elijah is rejuvenated, he speaks with God on the same mountaintop where Moses encountered the burning bush, and he accepts his next assignment -- to call Elisha as his replacement. And that is the rest of the story! 

Conscious of my own 72nd birthday coming up, I guess I share this story with you today to say that we are never too old (like Elijah) or too young (like Elisha)  to hear a call, which is the theme of our readings today. This is because the idea of a “a call” is really just what God has put into our DNA as the lifelong way we grow into the fullness of who we are meant to be. The calls never stop coming. The more we answer those calls – invitations large and small – the more we become who God made us to be. And that is the full expression of God manifesting God’s self here on earth, in this time, and in this place. 


We answer a call whenever we are willing to actively engage in the natural process of growth that exists within each of us. Time and again in  our lives, we move from order to chaos to order again, from integration to disintegration to integration once again. It’s a natural process and it goes like this -- in ways large and small, we move out from the safety and security of what we know into a territory that we don’t know; eventually that new place becomes knowable to us, and we settle back in again until the next call comes, disturbing our complacency and starting the process all over again.  The process of answering a call is a process as basic as constantly shedding those 75 trillion cells in our body so that new life may replace them. A willingness to trust that it is our loving God who constantly invites us into the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth in our lives – that’s the essence of that “summons” that we sing about. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said (if you will excuse the non-inclusive language), “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.” Come and die … these are powerful words, and  I think we see them in the readings today which are all about that dying  – that  invitation that each of us gets to be bigger than what we think we can be, to let go of who we think we are, and to see ourselves with very different eyes.
We see this in the stories of Elijah and Elisha. And we see it again in the story of Jesus going up to Jerusalem. Not unlike Elisha, Jesus felt the cloak of God upon him, gave up everything, and set himself to the task of responding to his final call.
We see the inevitable outcome of Jesus’  response to his call when he says words that are bittersweet to our ears, The foxes have lairs, the birds of the sky have nests, but the Chosen One has nowhere to rest. Maybe Jesus meant that literally. But I think his deeper meaning is that when we fully & consciously accept the ultimate call of God in Jesus – which is the call to be the fully human be-ing God made us to be – life will never be the same. We’ll never be in one place for too long. Going back to Bonhoeffer – Jesus does indeed call us to die. But not merely a physical death. The death Jesus invites us to is the death – every day – of who we think we are, in favor of the person that God sees in us.
God’s call to each of us is always radical – from the Latin word radix, meaning “at the very root.” Be willing to give up what you think you know, what you may think is best for you. Be willing to walk into the mystery of not being in control of everything. Leave what you think you know behind. You might lose a relationship. You might lose a job or a home or your health. You might lose a cherished & familiar way of being in the world. You might lose status & reputation. You might even lose your faith as you knew it. One thing you can bank on is that when you respond to your call, you’ll most definitely lose control, at least for a while. 

But as Paul says in our 2nd reading, Christ’s love has freed us from whatever keeps us from responding fully to the call of being fully who we are. So don’t go back there! Don’t be like the Israelites moaning & complaining in the desert, begging to have their slavery back. Accept your freedom. It’s always easier to be a slave than it is to be free; get used to it!  That’s what Elijah did … Elisha did … that’s what Jesus did … and that’s what I think we want to do, if we are to follow Jesus’ call to the death of our False Self, and to life in the True Self we are meant to be. AMEN. 
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