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2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14

When the LORD was about to take Elijah up to heaven by a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were on their way from Gilgal. Elijah said to Elisha, "Stay here; for the LORD has sent me as far as Bethel." But Elisha said, "As the LORD lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you." So they went down to Bethel.

Then Elijah said to him, "Stay here; for the LORD has sent me to the Jordan." But he said, "As the LORD lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you." So the two of them went on. Fifty men of the company of prophets also went, and stood at some distance from them, as they both were standing by the Jordan. Then Elijah took his mantle and rolled it up, and struck the water; the water was parted to the one side and to the other, until the two of them crossed on dry ground.

When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, "Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken from you." Elisha said, "Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit." He responded, "You have asked a hard thing; yet, if you see me as I am being taken from you, it will be granted you; if not, it will not." As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven. Elisha kept watching and crying out, "Father, father! The chariots of Israel and its horsemen!" But when he could no longer see him, he grasped his own clothes and tore them in two pieces.

He picked up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. He took the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and struck the water, saying, "Where is the LORD, the God of Elijah?" When he had struck the water, the water was parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha went over.

As visual as I am, I can easily get caught up in the excitement of dramatic imagery – and there was plenty of that in this morning’s reading from 2nd Kings: the whirlwind, the horses and chariots of fire, the ripping of clothing, the striking of the mantle, the parting of the Jordan River.  I get so caught up in it, in fact, that I can miss the point of the whole story.  I miss the proverbial forest for looking at the beauty of each tree.  Does that happen to you, sometimes?  And do you find yourself having to work hard to find the meaning behind what’s right in front of you?   
I think it takes some hard work to find the meaning behind the dramatic imagery in this morning’s story about the prophets Elijah and Elisha.  A lot of it reminds me of the imagery in book of Revelation, especially the part about the horses and chariots of fire.  Imagery is supposed to reveal something important, but as one commentary put it, such imagery “can produce as much mystification as enlightenment” (The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume XII, p 504).   So it sometimes takes some digging to get behind the obvious to determine how God was at work in the lives of the prophets, and is at work in our own lives.  Another word for this digging might well be “discernment” or “perception of that which is not obvious.”    
Discernment was a big part of the lives of the Old Testament prophets since God’s call was not always obvious.   It might become that way, but usually after something bizarre happened first to get their attention.  Do you remember how Isaiah realized he was being called?  It was only after a burning hot coal was placed on his lips.  Jeremiah didn’t realize he was being called until he had had a series of strange dreams; and Ezekiel was called through a vision of human creatures with four faces each.   Then there were the prophets, Job and Elijah whose calls involved running and hiding somewhere.  So, there was no one call formula or no consistency in the process that helped the prophets know that they were being called.  
When I was in seminary, one of the things students liked to talk about was how they were called into ministry.  I tried to avoid those conversations because I didn’t have anything sensational or even interesting to report.  I didn’t have the dreams or visions that other students had experienced which made me wonder more than once if I was really being called.  The collective wisdom of several discernment committees set up for my benefit during various internships, somehow determined that I was.  And I’ve thought more than once that they probably felt sorry for someone my age who was still trying to figure out what she wanted to be when she grew up.  
The prophet Elisha had his own unique call experience which pretty much came out of the blue.  Apparently, God appeared to Elijah on Mt. Horab, the same mountain on which God appeared to Moses, and asked Elijah to go find Elisha and then to drop his cloak or mantle on him, which he did.  Elisha somehow understood the symbolism of that gesture and left his family and livelihood to become Elijah’s faithful servant.  That all happened in the 9th century BC when Israel was experiencing a succession of mostly irreverent, disobedient  and ineffectual kings after the long and successful reign of King Solomon.  

Elisha knew that the mantle which had been dropped on him was a symbol of authority and power but he was concerned he wasn’t up for the job - that Elijah would be too hard an act to follow and he wouldn’t be able to speak the word of God as Elijah was able to do.    “Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit” Elisha said to Elijah to whom Elijah responded: “You have asked a hard thing; yet if you see me as I am being taken from you, it will be granted you; if not, it will not.”  (2Kings 2:9).  
The story doesn’t really say what Elisha actually saw other than horsemen and chariots.  It doesn’t say whether or not he actually saw Elijah being lifted up.  As distraught as he was, Elisha picked up Elijah’s mantle and rolled it up and struck the water of the Jordan River as he had seen his mentor do and sure enough, the waters parted and Elisha discerned what he needed to know the most - that he was, indeed, God’s prophet.  

There’s a lot of power in that imagery which gets me back to my original question.  What is behind the noise and excitement of it all, besides the obvious, which is God?  What does it tell us about the process of discernment, particularly for our own lives?  
As you all know by know, St. Mary’s church is undergoing strategic planning or as Tracey and Marshall like to say, “strategic thinking” about the future of St. Mary’s church.  Through one-on-one interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, we are trying to discern God’s will for us and as we all know, that’s never easy.  What one person may declare to be God’s will may be the exact opposite of what someone else believes that will to be!  So how are we supposed to know?  Where do we get the proof – the same proof Elisha was looking for and was lucky enough to receive?
Do you remember from last week’s reading how Elijah discerned God’s will when he encountered him on Mt. Horab?  It wasn’t in the earthquake, wind or fire, but in dead silence.  Elijah heard God in the silence.  And Elisha’s call came in the very simple act of having a mantle tossed onto him.  Few words, if any, were spoken.  So maybe the best way to discern anything, especially where God is concerned, is in silence or in prayer.  

Yet isn’t silence the very thing many of us try to avoid, try to fill up with noise of some kind?  Doesn’t silence make us uneasy, uncomfortable?  How many of us plug up our ears with iPods or other such devices when we go on walks instead of listening to the sounds of nature?  How many of us can actually sit still and do nothing but wait and listen?  I know I can’t.  It’s way too hard.   And besides, it doesn’t feel like I’m accomplishing anything.   

In her book My Soul in Silence Waits, a meditation on Psalm 62, Margaret Guenther writes: “To wait for God in silence demands that we pay attention.  It demands our awareness of subtlety and smallness.  In the silence we become mindful of what might otherwise be dismissed or ignored.  …The prayer of silence is a prayer of listening, waiting and receptivity.  It calls for gentle attentiveness.  Those concerned with productivity might see it as the kind of prayer in which ‘nothing happens,’ but it is really the prayer of being rather than doing in which everything happens.” (p. 39-43).    

Few of us are brought up to know what that really means because we are so busy being distracted by our own thoughts or by what other people are telling us to think that we can’t possibly discern God’s will for us.  I’d love to see a roadmap of St. Mary’s future with God’s stamp of approval all over it; yet that’s not the way God acts.  Our God is the God of silence who lives and moves and has his being within us.  Ours is the God who sometimes hides the obvious from us and then seems to delight in watching us uncover it.  
Maybe it takes earthquakes, wind and fire to get our attention, but it’s the “still, small voice of calm” that lies behind it all to which we need to listen.  (The Hymnal 1982, Church Publishing Incorporated, “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind”, #653).   “For God alone, our soul in silence waits” (Psalm 62:14).  By God alone, our soul is nourished.  In God alone, our soul finds rest.   Only then is discernment of Gods’ will possible for us.                    
