Answering the Call

Earlier this month I marked the Anniversary of my Ordination to the Diaconate. I use that word “marked” deliberately, since the word “celebrate” would imply a party atmosphere. We happen to be a loving family, and we share everything; around that time Nora shared with me the special gift of the ’Flu, needless to say, we were in no mood to party. But the anniversary occurred and I was reminded of that once again reading the lections for today, for they have to do with vocation and response to that calling. All of us, by virtue of our belonging to Christ, have received a call, which is not restricted to those who are ordained, set apart. And we have all responded to that call, sometimes in doing nothing, which is in itself a response. The responses that we find in the lections for today mirror most of the responses that we, as somewhat flawed human beings, have made to that voice calling us to serve, and I venture to say, the majority of us can identify with at least one, if not more of them.


We find the prophet Elijah being directed by God to find a specific individual, Elisha, to become his successor. It is a bitter-sweet moment for Elijah, for, at the same time that he will be finding Elisha to carry on the work that he has started, that very act signifies the beginning of the end of his own ministry. Many of us, I know, have faced retirement, sometimes more than once, or the loss of a position through “downsizing”, becoming “redundant” or just plain being “let go”, and each of these carry their own sense of loss and grief as part of one’s life appears to be cast away. Such must be the mood for Elijah as he goes to do God’s bidding. He finds Elisha plowing with twelve yolk of oxen, obviously therefore a person of means belonging to a family of means. As a sign of his intent Elisha places his own Prophetic mantle, an outer garment possibly of animal skin thought to have a large endowment of the spirit contained within it, upon the shoulders of the young man. The intent of the action is clear, Elijah is naming Elisha to be his servant, which also implies that he is to be an apprentice and disciple, in the same way Moses chose Joshua to serve him and, eventually, to succeed him. 


What thoughts must have flowed through Elisha’s mind, here he was being asked to leave a life of wealth and privilege to become an iterant servant, being fed, or not, at the whim and the pleasure of the people that they encountered based usually on whether what they had spoken had been favorably received or not. It was a difficult choice for him to make, especially since he had to make it on the spur of the moment, so to speak. His response is to follow, but, he asks permission to return and kiss his parents (and his position) goodbye, he feels that he has to leave the past behind, not carry it with him, on this new journey that he is about to undertake. We see that he also destroys that which would link him to the past, the twelve yolk of oxen, not wastefully, for that would be a sin, but as a gesture of generosity and thanksgiving to those who had, until now, presumably served him. When the call comes, many of us have “baggage” from what has been our life up until then, sometimes it is useful and can be an asset to the ministry that lies ahead, sometimes it is a burden that weighs one down, so that one cannot move ahead until it has been cut away. I remember the scene in the movie The Mission in which the Robert De Nero character, in an act of remorse for killing his brother as a soldier, is climbing into the mountains of Peru dragging behind him his arms and armor of that former life, and it is only when he lets go of that burden, and lets it sink into the river far below, that he finds that he can move on to the next phase of his life, as a servant and teacher to those he formerly enslaved.


There are three reactions recorded in the gospel passage that mirror typical reactions of individuals receiving Jesus’ call, the first is the eager response, “I’m ready, I’ll go with you wherever you want me to go.” I think that this is the response that Jesus likes to hear, but there is a cautionary caveat that Jesus makes, “Be prepared to suffer hardships, to feel privation, not to have a place that you can call home, to be ostracized. If you can bear all of that, then you are a person that belongs to me.” Yes, the world at large views those who belong to Jesus differently, sometimes with a jaundiced eye and a malicious intent! 


The second response is the one that says, “Let me first go and bury my father.” It does not mean that the person’s father has died and the funeral is tomorrow! What it does mean is, “I’m not ready yet! I’m attached to the life that I have. Eventually I will be more receptive and a willing participant but now I still have things of my own to do.” And Jesus’ response is “I’m calling you NOW, deal with it.”


The third and last reaction seems on the surface to be similar to that of Elisha, but it is different, Elisha had to make up his mind on the spot, in an instant. This responder to Jesus has apparently already made up his mind to follow, “I’m ready and willing and able, but I feel that I want to acknowledge the past life and to release it. Jesus says, in essence, “Don’t look back, there is only one way to go, and that is forward, into the Kingdom!”


When Jesus calls us, or has called us, which of these was, or is, our response. I could tell you mine, but that would be of little value, because hearing my story will not change who you are, and how you answer. Each of us has a unique perspective, and therefore a unique response. Just keep in mind, Jesus does call us to be a part of him. Consider your response. Amen.
