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  2 Kings 2, 1-2, 6-14; Luke 9:51-62; Galatians 5:1, 13-25

Part 1:


The Revised Common Lectionary selects four readings for each Sunday service, guiding us to the parts of scripture which a group of people, some years back, thought would be most conducive to Christian worship.  Not everything makes the cut—and sometimes it can be very instructive to read not only the selected passages, but also what comes before and what comes after the reading for the day.  This week’s reading from 2 Kings is an especially good example of this.


Judging from the basis of the reading we just heard, the Lectionary selection for today, we might conclude that Elisha is an admirable, if somewhat audacious, prophet.  His teacher was Elijah, one of the greatest prophets of Israel, but when Elijah, at the end of his life, asks Elisha what he would like as a going-away present, Elisha boldly asks to have a “double share” of Elijah’s spirit.  While many of us might say of a mentor or a hero, “If I could be even half the man he was, I’d be proud,” Elisha sees no need for such modesty.  Elijah was great, but he wants to be twice as great.  


After Elijah rides up into the clouds on his chariot of fire, Elisha tests out his newly-acquired powers and parts the river Jordan, just as Elijah had done.  So far so good.  If we keep reading past the lectionary selection, we hear another story where Elisha uses his new power to purify a spring that had been emitting unhealthy water.  Great!  And then comes this story, right at the end of 2 Kings, chapter 2:

23He went up from there to Bethel; and while he was going up on the way, some small boys came out of the city and jeered at him, saying, “Go away, baldhead! Go away, baldhead!” 24When he turned around and saw them, he cursed them in the name of the Lord. Then two she-bears came out of the woods and mauled forty-two of the boys. 25From there he went on to Mount Carmel, and then returned to Samaria. 

What?!  Does that sound like the work of someone who has a double portion of the spirit of the greatest prophet of Israel?  I can imagine the social function of such a story—it’s a morality tale aimed at children, designed to scare them into respecting their elders, even those who are bald.  But I think it shows us something else, maybe even more helpful to our faith walk.  This story shows how easy it is to get pulled off of your sense of purpose, your sense of how God wants to act in and through you.  A couple of jeering boys is all it takes to pull Elisha off of his mission of leading and guiding Israel towards faithfulness to Yahweh.  Suddenly, he acts as if his mission and purpose is defending his own honor and asserting his God-given powers in defense of his own ego.


Are any of you familiar with this dynamic through your own lives?  I know I am.  I know that voice in my head that can shout, “How dare they!” so loudly that it drowns out all my good intentions and generous thoughts.  Sometimes I feel like the talking dogs in the movie “Up” who interrupt themselves mid-sentence whenever they see a “Squirrel!”  “Bruised ego!” my mind shouts, and I’m off and running.  How about you?


You can see the same dynamic at work in the passage we read from the Gospel of Luke.  That reading began with a transition—Jesus’ time of teaching and healing in the region of the Galilee is over and now, Luke tells us, “he set his face to go to Jerusalem.”  That’s a compelling phrase, isn’t it?  Jesus has a goal, he has focus, he has a real clarity of purpose, and his disciples are right beside him.  

Along the way, they pass through a Samaritan village that isn’t very hospitable.  That’s all it takes to pull Jesus’ disciples away from their focus on going to Jerusalem.  Suddenly, the trip is about something else entirely.  It’s about defending honor, displaying power, punishing those who have insulted them.  “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” they ask.  But Jesus has no interest.  Smiting Samaritans is not what he is about.  He has a clarity of purpose that does not get overshadowed by the needs of his or his disciples’ egos.

The second section of our reading from Luke drives this home, even making use, I think, of hyperbole.  Earlier in Luke, when a rich young man asks Jesus for direction, Jesus tells him to obey the Ten Commandments including “Honor your mother and your father.”  But here, following directly on the story of the distracted disciples, Jesus is impatient with a potential follower who wants first to bury his father (notice that he doesn’t say that his father has died—this burial, for all we know, could be years in the future) and another who wants to bid his family good bye.  Jesus is extreme here, but he is making an important point.  We can be distracted by our desire for revenge, but we can be distracted by our good intentions as well.  The point remains that in order to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, in order to live as you have been called by God, living so that God can act in and through you, you need to remain focused.

Let’s take a moment to reflect on this, first on our own, and then together with someone sitting near you.  What kinds of things pull you off center, distract you from your sense of purpose, you sense of how God desires to work in and through your life?  Can you think of an experience you’ve had recently where you got hooked by something that pulled you off course, that distracted you?  What was it?  In your experience, what factors make it more likely that you will become distracted from your sense of purpose, your call, your discipleship to Jesus?  After we’ve reflected on these questions, alone and together, we’ll take some time for silent prayers of confession.

Part 2:


So now that we’ve reflected a bit on what pulls us off center, what distracts us, let’s take some time to consider what it looks like and feels like to be focused on our call, open and available to God who wants to act in and through us.  Paul says it’s “obvious” what happens in our lives when we are off track.  He’s got a full list of what he calls the “works of the flesh” and notice that enmity, strife, jealousy and anger all make the list, the very things that seem to have caught hold of the disciples in Samaria and Elisha when he encountered the teasing boys.  

In contrast, when we are on course, on track, flowing in the direction of the current of our call, other start showing up in our lives and in the lives of the people around us.  Paul talks about these things in his letter to the Galatians using the term “the fruit of the Spirit”.  Perhaps these words are familiar to you—perhaps you had to memorize them in Sunday School or maybe you have them embroidered on a pillow somewhere.  Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control—these are things that Paul says start to show up and grow and ripen in our lives when the Spirit in active in and around us.  

Notice that he doesn’t say that we must achieve all of these qualities in order for God to love us or for the Spirit to guide us.  No!  Paul is clear that God’s relationship with us is NOT based on our merit, but rather flows out of grace and love.  Rather, these things are the FRUITS, the result of the Spirit’s activity in and around us.


Have these qualities been showing up in your life recently?  When you think about your life, what kinds of factors make it more likely that you’ll see the fruits of the Spirit in what you say or do?  Again, we’ll take some moments to reflect on that silently and then we’ll share our thoughts with one another.
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