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The Last Sunday after the Epiphany 

2 Kings 2:1-12 

Psalm 50:1-6 

2 Corinthians 4:3-6 

Mark 9:2-9 

 

We have dramatic stories today. Elijah being whisked off by a whirlwind into heaven, replete with a 

chariot of fire led by horses of fire, and Jesus’ transfiguration on a high mountain, his clothes 

becoming dazzling white while he huddles with Moses and Elijah, deep in conversation. Peter is 

tongue-tied and sputters out the “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one 

for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. Let’s fix this glorious moment right here, Lord, freeze this 

moment in time, forever.” That notion provokes an overshadowing cloud from which a voice speaks, 

“This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” If this were a tweet or a text, it would be in ALL CAPS. 

As they were coming down the mountain, [Jesus] ordered them to tell no one about what they had 

seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead. 

 

But if we only focus on the fire and the whirlwind, on the dazzling white and the appearance of the 

great lawgiver and great prophet and the voice from the overshadowing cloud, we’ll miss what’s 

happening in the deeper, more hidden places. 

 

As Elijah prepares to take his leave, there is this interesting dance that occurs with Elisha, as well as with 

onlooking companies of prophets. Three times, Elijah telling Elisha to stay put, that the LORD is 

sending him on, but each time Elisha refuses, saying, “I will not leave you.” Twice, companies of 

prophets turn to Elisha and say, “Do you know that today the LORD will take your master away from 

you?” And twice Elisha responds, “Yes, I know; keep silent, be silent.”  

 

Finally, at the Jordan, the company of prophets keep back while Elijah and Elisha go on. Elijah takes 

his mantle, rolls it up, and strikes the water; the water parts, and they walk across on dry ground. 

 

It’s just the two of them now; Elijah turns to Elisha and asks, “Tell me what I may do for you, before 

I am taken from you.” Elisha says, “Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit.” [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.” They continue walking and talking, and then that fiery chariot led by 

fiery horses separates the two of them, and Elijah ascends 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 is determined to stay present to his mentor whom he loves, even knowing that his master will be 

taken away; even in the face of devastating, impending loss, Elisha stays; he refuses to turn away. And 

Elijah confirms that to receive that double-share of his spirit that will enable Elisha to go on, Elisha 

will have to do the hardest thing of all, bear witness to the parting; bear witness to the leave-taking; 

bear witness to the wrenching loss. And Elisha does just that; he stays; he watches, and when he can 

no longer see him, he rends his clothes; the outward and visible sign of a mourning heart. It’s not the 

fiery chariot and horses and whirlwind that are amazing in this story; it’s Elisha’s determination to 

stay present to pain and loss; it’s his capacity to stay present to suffering that is his act of profound 

courage.  
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And that capacity transforms him; it changes him. The spirit of the one he has followed and loved 

flows into him, a double-share. And, though we don’t get it in today’s passage, what happens next 

shows where Elisha will direct that spirit. 

 

After Elisha rends his clothes, he picks up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from Elijah; Elisha 

strikes the Jordan, and the water parts, and he crosses back over on dry land. The company of 

prophets are waiting for Elisha. They can’t believe Elijah is gone; they refuse to accept that reality; 

they beg Elisha to let them go search for him throughout the nearby mountains and valleys where they 

figure the LORD has surely tossed him. But Elisha knows he’s gone; he’s accepted that he’s gone; his 

heart is not afraid of the loss, but knows it’s at the very center of his transformation. When the 

prophets get back three days later, Elisha, human that he is, basically does a “told you so.” 

 

But the next thing that happens is so revealing. The people of Jericho tell Elisha that their water is 

bad. “The city is in a good location,” they say, “but the water is bad and the land is unfruitful.” 

Brings to mind the people of the city of Flint, Michigan. Elisha obtains salt and throws it into the well 

and says, “Thus says the Lord, I have made this water wholesome; from now on, neither death nor 

miscarriage shall come from it.” The text tells us that “the water has been wholesome to this day 

according to the word that Elisha spoke.” 

 

When you have suffered, when you’re heart has been broken by loss, when you can stay present to 

and stand still in that loss, when you don’t resist, when you don’t deny, but when you allow that loss 

to transform you, then you are able to be present to other people’s pain, to hear their suffering, and 

to do what you can to bring healing. Elisha’s transformed heart, his transfiguration, could not help 

but pour forth in compassion, and not just for the people, but for the water and the land, too. 

 

And hidden in the story of Jesus’ transfiguration, we find these themes, too.  

 

We think of the two figures who appear with Jesus—Moses and Elijah—as standing in for the Law 

and the Prophets—Moses, the great lawgiver and Elijah, the great prophet; but Moses knew loss—

he never got to enter the promised land—and we just read of Elijah’s rending separation from his 

mentee.  

 

When that voice from that cloud tells Peter, James, and John to listen to the Beloved Son, the next 

thing that Beloved Son will tell his disciples is not to tell anyone about what they’ve seen until after 

the Son of Man had risen from the dead. Jesus is telling them: “NONE of this will make sense until 

you live through the crucifixion and rise on the other side; then you will understand. Being crucified 

and rising again, that changes you; that transforms you; that transfigures you. Bearing your cross and 

letting me raise you from whatever death or loss has leveled you, THAT is how you are changed into 

my likeness.” 

 

We have just come through another wrenching week in the life of our Country; another week with 

our painful divisions, our different perspectives on reality, and the violent whirlwind and sheer 

trauma that has engulfed our common life on full display. Another week where our Country is 

wrestling with accountability. I will say that the first step in accountability is an accounting of what 

has happened, and imperfect though it might have been, that process was begun this week. 

 

Friday, I had an email exchange with one of you. The email started off with this: “Thank you for all 

you and your staff do to hold us up in this most unusual time in our history.” 
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But then this person went on to say this, “The decisions I make each day to pray for healing in our 

communities and Country are making a positive difference in me and my journey with our Lord.”  I 

was so struck by that comment because I know this person has undergone profound loss in their lives; I 

was so struck by the softness and wisdom of what they said in that single comment.  

 

If we’re honest, most of us are no strangers to suffering, pain, and loss. Sometimes these losses are big 

and public; sometimes, they are hidden and private, but live long enough, and they come to us all.  

 

So, I say to all of you, now, what I said back to the person who wrote me: “The tremendous suffering 

you have and continue to walk through has widened your heart and broadened your perspective. When 

you have touched great pain, you are not afraid to wade into pain, and stand there and wait there. This 

is so true for our Country right now. You know that none of this changes quickly and only changes by 

staying present to the pain and praying and making our way through it step by step as the peacemakers 

Jesus calls us to be. It is no accident that Jesus blesses those who mourn in the same sermon that he 

blesses the peacemakers. Thanks for doing your part in this healing work. Not many can stay in the 

deep waters these days.” 

 

Sisters and brothers, take a page from Elisha’s playbook and stay present to the loss; tempting though it 

is, don’t look away. Following Jesus, bear your cross, knowing that through your crucifixion and 

rising again, your very heart is being transformed, you mind is being changed and made new; 

knowing that in that dying and rising, you are being transfigured; you are being changed into Christ’s 

likeness, and THAT prepares you to stand in all the tragic gaps that others just can’t tolerate.  

 

You who have borne witness to pain, to suffering, to loss—pick up the mantle that now lies at your 

feet, strike the waters, and cross where others have not been able to cross.  

 

So many wells have been poisoned in so many ways, but Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth”—

spread your salty presence, the fruit of your tears, into the water that’s gone so bad. It’s the only 

way that water, and the people who drink from it, and our very land will be healed and made whole 

again. Amen. 

 

 

The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  

St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 

February 14, 2021 


