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In the reading from Kings, Elijah is taken up into heaven ‘by a whirlwind’, and his pupil, Elisha takes over.  
Elijah was one of the great prophets of the Old Testament, which tells of his many great deeds and 
miracles.  He was a strong defender of the worship of God over the indigenous deity Baal, and was 
consequently persecuted by King Ahab and, most notably, by Queen Jezebel.  In response to this, Elijah was 
emotionally up and down, sometimes despairing of life and wanting to give up.   

Elisha, on the other hand, continued in the same tradition and performed many miracles, but was much 
more stable.  But interestingly, it is Elijah who is seen as the archetypal persecuted prophet.  In Malachi 
(4:5) it says that Elijah will be sent before the great and terrible day of the Lord (often thought of as a 
reference to John the Baptist).  And it is Elijah, not Elisha, who comes to Jesus at the Transfiguration, when 
Jesus is transformed into his glory on the mountain in front of the disciples (which is before today’s passage 
in Luke 9).   

However, I am going to leave Elijah and Elisha there, and go to our gospel reading in Luke.  This is a short 
story, and then some sayings of Jesus relevant to those who want to follow him.  Some seem reasonable, 
and some seem rather unreasonable.  So, we will try and work out what this is about.   

It starts with a story of the disciples being sent on ahead of Jesus to a Samaritan village to prepare for his 
arrival.  Samaria is in the middle of Israel, between Galilee and Jerusalem, so they were passing through it 
after Jesus’ ministry in the north on their way to Jerusalem  The Samaritans were a Jewish sect that claimed 
descent from Jews that were not taken into captivity by the Assyrians, and who believed that God had 
commanded sacrifices be made on Mount Gerizim (which they took to be where Abraham almost sacrificed 
Isaac), not at the temple in Jerusalem.  Consequently, they were not impressed by Jesus and his disciples 
making their way to a different holy place, Jerusalem, and would not welcome them.   

When Jesus turns up, two of the disciples, James and John ask if Jesus want them to call down fire from 
heaven to consume the unwelcoming village.  James and John, two brothers, have already been introduced 
with the name ‘Sons of Thunder’ (Boanerges) in Mark 3:17, so presumably were known for being angry, 
assertive, and combative.   

I am reading Proverbs at the moment, and came across two relevant verses:   

• Fools show their anger at once, but the prudent ignore an insult. (Proverbs 12:16) 
• Rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. (Proverbs 12:18) 

Jesus tells James and John off, and they all leave the village without doing anything.   

I cannot help but thinking that this is quite topical.  The Americans have been raining fire from above on 
Iran, in part because of a perceived insult of the Iranian leadership not negotiating as they had been told to.  
In that context, as in others, it should not be anger that drives violence.  Wisdom is slower.   

Bombing the Samaritan village would clearly have been something of an over-reaction, entirely 
disproportionate.  There are Old Testament stories that might indicate that it was appropriate, but Jesus 
clearly does not think so.   



Jesus never shows anger because he has been insulted.  He does get angry, such as when he turfed the 
money-changers out of the temple (Mark 11:15-17), or when people wanted to stop him healing because it 
was the Sabbath (Mark 3:5).   

Indeed in his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus goes much further than Proverbs does:  

“Do not resist an evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone 
wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go 
also the second mile.  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to 
borrow from you.  …  Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.”  (Matthew 5:39-44) 

Whereas the advice to think before you act in anger seems perfectly reasonable, this is more challenging.  
This is an instruction to bury your pride, show love to all, even your enemies. 

I am not sure if Jesus would have intended this instruction for those involved in international relations.  I do 
not personally see how it would work.  But it would be an interesting starting point in negotiations, even if 
it did not apply in full.   

[Homeless Jesus] The other half of the Luke reading is collected words of Jesus to those considering 
following him.  The first one seems fine: ‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of 
Man has nowhere to lay his head.’  Considering whether you could actually cope with leaving everything 
and following Jesus is sensible.  Think about it before you do it.  Life following Jesus is not going to be 
comfortable.  This picture shows a sculpture called Homeless Jesus, by the Canadian artist Timothy 
Schmaltz.   

The second two are more problematic.  Jesus calls a man to follow him, who agrees, but asks to be allowed 
to go and bury his father.  Jesus replies, ‘Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim 
the kingdom of God.’  This seems a little heartless.  But we do not know the situation.  Some commentators 
think that he might be saying that, as the elder son, he had to be around in case his elderly father died.  In 
which case it would have just been an excuse.  If the father had already died, then the mourning period 
could last for a month.  In which case Jesus might be saying that putting such traditions before proclaiming 
the kingdom of God was getting his priorities wrong.   

The third one is in a similar vein.  A man volunteers to follow Jesus, but asks him to go and say farewell to 
those at home.  Jesus’ response is ‘No one who puts a hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the 
kingdom of God.’  Again, it sounds like Jesus is being excessively harsh.  But there could be more to it.  
Saying farewell to those at home might have meant putting your affairs in order first, and there are 
alternative translations to this effect.   

We do not really know.  It maybe that Jesus was saying that following him should take precedence over 
everything else, including family.  But it seems unlike him, who cared for his mother to the last.  He is 
certainly saying that following him was a substantial commitment, not to be undertaken lightly.   

What does it mean for us?  We are followers of Jesus, but not being called to follow him around Israel 
proclaiming the good news.  I came across a quote from Mother Theresa, “We all have a call within the call, 
that God wants to do something unique and special with each one of us that no other person can do on the 
earth but you.”  When that call comes, you need to decide if you will follow it wholeheartedly.   

Jeremy Thake, St. John & St. Stephen.   

https://www.katherinewalden.com/not-just-homeless-guy/


Luke 9 
A Samaritan Village Refuses to Receive Jesus 
51 When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52 And he sent 
messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; 53 
but they did not receive him, because his face was set towards Jerusalem. 54 When his disciples James and 
John saw it, they said, ‘Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume 
them?’ 55 But he turned and rebuked them. 56 Then they went on to another village. 
 
Would-Be Followers of Jesus 
57 As they were going along the road, someone said to him, ‘I will follow you wherever you go.’ 58 And 
Jesus said to him, ‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay 
his head.’ 59 To another he said, ‘Follow me.’ But he said, ‘Lord, first let me go and bury my father.’ 60 But 
Jesus said to him, ‘Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.’ 
61 Another said, ‘I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home.’ 62 Jesus said to 
him, ‘No one who puts a hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.’ 
 
2 Kings 2 
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. 2 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. 
 
… 
 
6 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. 7 Fifty men of the company of 
prophets also went, and stood at some distance from them, as they both were standing by the Jordan. 8 
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. 
 
9 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.’ 10 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.’ 11 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. 12 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 
13 He picked up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and went back and stood on the bank of the 
Jordan. 14 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. 


