
 

 

Sunday,  June 26, 2022 

  Sermon                      “In Their Footsteps”                 Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14; Luke 9:51-62 

 

One afternoon when I was still commuting between Vermont and 

Connecticut, a vole crossed the road in front of my car.  I think it was a 

vole; it was a dark, fur-covered rocket about the size of a mouse but 

without much of a tail.  It was hard to get a good look at it because the 

little critter was moving fast, taking the shortest possible route to the 

other side of the highway by cutting across the road at a perfect right 

angle.   

 

I found myself thinking about how different this vole’s approach to 

highway crossings was to its larger rodent cousin’s, the squirrel.  

Squirrels scare me when they cross the road because they often change 

their minds once they’ve begun. A squirrel will dart part way out onto 

the pavement, and then stop and stand up on its back legs. That’s when I 

cringe. Will it continue across? Will it turn back? Should I swerve to 

avoid it?  If so, which way? If I move left and it keeps going, I’ll hit it.  

If I move right and it doubles back, I’ll hit it. If I stay straight and it 

doesn’t move, I’ll hit it. I worry that I might smoosh the little guy 

because I can’t predict which way it’s going to go.  

 

No such worries on spotting the crossing vole. It scurried across the 

pavement in front of me as fast as its little feet could carry it, which was 

surprisingly fast for something that small. I have no idea whether it 



 

 

could see the cars coming, or if it determined when to sprint by the 

sound or the vibrations of approaching traffic.  I only know that once it 

started running it didn’t hesitate.  It was fully committed to its chosen 

path. 

 

I was tempted to entitle this morning’s message, “Following Bigfoot,” 

but opted instead for something more church appropriate. But it seems 

to me that the scripture lessons for this week have to do with following 

in the path of two large Biblical personalities. Elijah and Jesus both had 

a huge impact on our faith story; each left their footprints on the 

Biblical landscape; it was a significant challenge for their followers to 

fill such big shoes, or big sandals, big footprints, big feet, Bigfoot… 

you can see how I got there, right? 

 

In today’s lesson from Luke, Jesus hinted at how difficult it would be 

to follow him; he hinted at the kind of unswerving discipleship that is 

required. Jesus insisted that the time to follow is now, not after certain 

other tasks are completed. The commitment is to the future, not to the 

past.  And the future starts now. Do you ever plan to start something, 

instead of just starting it? I know I do. Often we are putting off 

something that we know is good for us, because we also know that it 

will be a challenge. “I’ll add more fiber to my diet after the holiday 

weekend.” Or we put off making a change that we know would be good 

for the world because we also know it will be a challenge. “I’ll use eco 

friendly cleaning products for my house when they cost less to buy.” 

Following the right path always requires sacrifices. But what we can 

gain always outshines what we think we’ll lose.  

 

Today we heard about the end of the prophet Elijah’s ministry from a 

passage near the start of Second Kings. Note that Elijah is “taken” up to 

heaven, ascending in a whirlwind.  “To be ‘taken’ meant to avoid the 

grave, to enter directly into the presence of God. Elijah’s avoidance of 

an ordinary death sets the stage for the later traditional expectation that 

he would return to call Israel into repentance.” (from: Feasting on the 

Word - Year C, Volume 3, page 177). Elijah’s departure in this way 

explains why his name comes up repeatedly in the Gospels as people 

were trying to figure out who John the Baptist was and who Jesus 

might be. 
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This morning’s lesson from Kings also describes horses and chariots of 

fire, which is a striking image that has made its way into mainstream 

culture in a couple of ways. The song, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” 

written sometime around 1862, is probably the best known example. 

The singer situates himself in the scene on the banks of the Jordan in 

hope of being carried to heaven when his time on earth is ended. And I 

know of at least one song from this century that reworks some of those 

same lyrics into a Christian-ish indy rock tune entitled simply, 

“Chariot.”   

 

This image also reminds me of the 1981 Academy Award winning Best 

Picture, “Chariots of Fire.” Maybe some of you remember the scene of 

the runners in white uniforms training along the beach leaving their 

footprints in the sand as that memorable theme music played in the 

background. The film was based on the true story of two British track 

athletes who competed in the 1924 Olympics in Paris. Both were men 

of deep faith. One, Harold Abraham, was Jewish and the other, Eric 

Liddell, was a Christian. Their faith brought them into conflict with 

mainstream culture in different ways. But both chose to follow the path 

of faith in spite of the friction and challenges that choice brought into 

their lives. Liddell refused to run in the Olympic race he had trained for 

because it was scheduled on a Sunday. One of his teammates traded 

sprinting events with him, so he was able to compete on a different day, 

but in a longer race than he had trained for.  

 

In the film Liddell tells his sister, "I believe that God made me for a 

purpose. But He also made me fast, and when I run, I feel His 

pleasure." Liddell believed that his speed was his gift from God and 

that by using that gift he not only honored God, he also delighted God. 

And Liddell is indeed remembered honorably as much for his 

commitment to faith as he is for his Olympic gold medal. Later in his 

life he worked as a missionary in China until his death in 1945, a true 

follower of God’s call to the very end. 

 

Elisha was also committed to following God’s call. In First Kings 

chapter 19, speaking in the silence that followed a fire, an earthquake 

and a whirlwind, God told Elijah to anoint Elisha as his student, 
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companion and eventual successor. Elijah found the young man behind 

a plow and threw his mantle, which is an outer cloak or coat, over 

Elisha’s shoulders to indicate his calling. Today’s lesson gives us 

evidence of Elisha’s commitment to following God’s call. In the first 

verses of Second Kings chapter 2, as Elijah anticipated being taken up 

to heaven he tried three times to leave Elisha behind, and three times 

Elisha responded, “I will not leave you” (vv 2, 4, 6).  And indeed he 

didn’t. Elisha hung in till the end and witnessed Elijah’s ascension. 

Then Elisha picked up the mantle that had fallen from Elijah. The 

mantle was not so much a source of power as it was a symbol of 

authority to speak and work on God’s behalf. Elisha’s ability to use his 

mentor’s mantle to part the waters of the Jordan and step safely across 

affirmed that he had successfully stepped into Elijah’s shoes, inheriting 

the blessing needed to carry on the work. 

 

I’ve already mentioned a couple of different styles of music this 

morning – religious music, popular music, movie music - and I want to 

mention one more, opera. In 1922 composer Giacomo Puccini was 

diagnosed with cancer while working on his last opera, Turandot, 

which many now consider his best. Puccini told his students that if he 

wasn’t able to finish the opera, he wanted them to finish writing it. He 

died a short time later. His students studied what Puccini had already 

written and then completed it. In 1926 the world premier of Turandot 

was performed in Milan with Puccini’s favorite student, Arturo 

Toscanini, directing. 

 

How humbling it must be to carry on a beloved teacher’s work. How 

doubtful one must feel when picking up the fallen mantle. How small 

one’s feet must appear when stepping into bigger footprints. We can’t 

expect to fill those footprints. But what we can do is appreciate the 

particular gifts that God has given each of us, and discern how to use 

those gifts to carry on the work of our beloved teacher. To follow 

doesn’t necessarily mean to mimic. It is not necessary to repeat the 

teacher’s steps. It is more important to continue moving in the direction 

to which these steps point.   

 

Puccini’s students studied what the teacher had already accomplished 

before taking on the completion of his work. I don’t know the opera, 
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but I suspect that in this case, the students did endeavor to complete 

this piece in the same style which Puccini had written the beginning. 

They did this in honor of Puccini’s last request of them. But then 

these students went on to distinguish themselves in their own right. 

Toscanini became a world famous conductor in Milan, Buenos Aires 

and New York. He also honored God in the use of his gift by making 

a stand against the twentieth century rise of European Fascism by 

refusing to perform for Italian dictator Mussolini and his ally, Adolph 

Hitler. 

 

Elisha completed the tasks that God had instructed Elijah to do. No 

longer able to follow Elijah, Elisha worked by following God. He 

inherited the work when his mentor departed, but the faithfulness 

required to complete the work was Elisha’s own. He didn’t need to 

imitate Elijah; he brought his own authentic style to the work. 

 

Let us remember that Jesus warned potential followers not to look 

back once they’d put their hand on the plow. We can use the 

knowledge we’ve gained in the past to be sure, but let’s use it to 

move forward; let’s use it to break new ground. We are not meant to 

get stuck in the rut of somebody who has gone before us, as beautiful 

as that rut may be, because God has equipped each of us to carve a 

path of our own. 

 

Those who have gone before us have left some big footprints, but our 

stride is our own. So go ahead and study the lessons of your teachers, 

not to match them step for step, but to discern your own direction. 

Then sprint across the pavement of risk and doubt. Never allow your 

gift to dishonor God’s grace or God’s justice. And always feel God’s 

joy within you. Amen. 

 

Pastor Rhonda 
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Scriptures 

 

2 King 2: 1-2; 6-14 
 

Elijah Ascends to Heaven 
 

Now 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, and 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. 

 

Elisha Succeeds Elijah 
 

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. He said, “Where is 

the LORD, the God of Elijah? Where is he?” He struck the water again, 

and the water was parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha 

crossed over. 
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Scriptures (continued) 

 

Luke 9:51-62 (NIV)  

 

Samaritan Opposition 
 

As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus reso-

lutely set out for Jerusalem. And he sent messengers on ahead, who 

went into a Samaritan village to get things ready for him; but the 

people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for Jeru-

salem. When the disciples James and John saw this, they asked, 

“Lord, do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy 

them?” But Jesus turned and rebuked them. Then he and his disci-

ples went to another village. 

 

The Cost of Following Jesus 

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will fol-

low you wherever you go.” 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of 

Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and 

proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back 

and say goodbye to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back 

is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 
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