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The mantle that Elijah wore, and then which was passed to Elisha, was likely some sort 
of cloth.  On a surface reading, it seemed to do miraculous things.  But scholars remind 
us that the mantle was the symbol, the real power was the source, the God of Israel. 

Mantles are symbols of power, leadership entrusted to people, from the very Source of 
that Power.  Hold onto that image for a moment, mantle as symbol of authority.  
Consider how this story of Elijah and his protégé Elisha seems also to obliterate our 
stereotypes of the “lone wolf” prophet.  Far from a lonely existence, Elijah and Elisha 
enjoyed a very intimate relationship.1 

Three times in the story Elijah offers freedom to Elisha to choose a new and easier 
path.  Being a prophet, after all, would have been a grind; speaking God’s honest truth 
to people in power.  Each time, though, Elisha insists to staying with his mentor.  The 
mantle that is passed before Elijah is carried away symbolizes the power of relationship 
between mentor & mentee; power passed from the one needing to let authority go, to 
the one who must receive it. 

Mantles, literally, might be made of cloth and worn.  More broadly understood, though, 
mantles are roles, responsibilities, carried by people that involve some amount of 
authority.  Alongside that authority, if it is real authority grounded in trust, then there are 
relationships that develop. 

Clergy wear symbol that carries within it some responsibility, a stole.  We recognize that 
it is symbolic of the community we serve – an authority that comes from community.  An 
authority that we carry, share only for awhile, then we let it go, pass it on to others who 
will carry it faithfully.  My uncle, Bill LeGrand, was an Anglican priest, and when I made 
my public commitment to ordained ministry he placed a stole on my shoulders.  When I 
was younger, at the time not at all aware of my call to ministry, I spent time with him.  
He and I were so different, theologically, but I had a chance to follow him around in his 
ministry, interacting with parishioners, preaching.  His care, his intellect, his appreciation 
for the power of healing, all made me respect him so much.  He was an amateur hockey 
historian, some might have said it was an obsession of his, but what he shared with me 
all those years ago of his humanity, now in retrospect, I realize I was being mentored. 

Back to that day years ago when I and others had our own mantles placed upon us in 
the inauguration of our vocational ministries – ritual can be so impactful.  When new 
church leaders are surrounded by their communities; the people who cared for them, 
challenged them, inspired them, and, ultimately who will go with them in spirit. 

It is tempting to get drawn into the spectacle of the Bible story; mantles parting the 
water echoing Moses parting the Sea, and it IS awe-inspiring to watch Elijah carried into 

                                                           
1 “Homiletical Perspective” by David J. Lose. Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common 

Lectionary – Year B, Volume 1: Advent through Transfiguration. 
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the heavens by a chariot. But, I suggest more relevant for us today as modern seekers 
of Jesus’ Way, is to explore what mantles can symbolize in our modern world. 

I fear for our world, for the young people today, where rituals seem much more virtual, 
individual, and violent.  There seems a skepticism about the religious, the spiritual, and 
perhaps that is legitimate. Religious institutions as other traditional institutions have 
often been slow to adapt their vocabularies, symbols and rituals to speak to a changing 
world.  Even worse, we have caused harm, at times, when we were expected to bring 
love and healing.  Some leaders who carried these mantles [gesture to the stole this 
preacher is wearing] undermined the power and authority symbolized by them. 

Maybe hearing this story of Elijah and Elisha with fresh ears will prompt each of us to 
look at how we fit in the scheme.  Some of us are leaders, or perhaps retired (but my 
experience of leaders is that you never stop being a leader).  I think that we as leaders 
need to reclaim the power of symbols in our various spaces - whether it is in church, or 
workplace, classroom or non-profit organization.  This world needs leaders who 
understand the privilege of authority – that a leader is nothing without the trust of the 
community they lead – but also understand how power can be transformative, and 
rituals like meaningfully passing on symbolic mantles to new leaders can also be 
powerful. 

Think of all the great leaders that come to your mind, how would they do what they do 
alone, without the strength and trust of people around them?  But they also need to 
know when it is time to let go.  That is a hard thing, especially in church.  How easy it is 
to keep leading, thinking the system depends on you.  If I only got a loonie for every 
time I heard at the Board or Council table, “There is no one wanting to do this.  We’ve 
tried to invite new ideas!”  Jesus is one wonderful model of adaptive leadership; 
navigating thorny issues, not with quick fixes, but by trying to understand the problem.  
More to the point, when people he encountered needed help, he didn’t just throw them a 
shekel, he spoke to them, he got messy with them.  All of us leaders need to be thinking 
about leading, but at the same time working on succession planning – who will inherit 
this mantle when God tells me it time to go. 

As we look for a moment at Elisha, Elijah’s student was definitely anxious at the 
prospect of taking on that mantle of prophetic responsibility.  Maybe some of us are 
presently resisting some leadership role, or perhaps we are feeling a tug to change 
roles?  Aren’t we all held within the ebb and flow of l mysterious rhythm of life, at times 
leading, then needing to let go, then feeling the tug to new leadership possibilities?  
Communities of faith need to embrace that rhythm of intentionally mentoring fresh 
leaders who allow the experienced leaders to step away, and rest. 

How might we in churches more intentionally discern those nudgings – to let go, and to 
accept, mantles? 

The company of prophets travelling with Elisha tells him not once, but twice, “You know 
that Elijah is going to leave you, right?”  Elisha’s response – calling for “Silence”.  We 
could read into this Elisha shrugging aside the prophets.  Or, some scholars hear in this 
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a hint by the storyteller reminding us that mentor Elijah found the holy not in hurricane 
winds or earthquakes, but in sheer silence.2 

Maybe all of us are invited to seek holy wisdom not in grand visions, but in quiet 
moments of reflection.  God’s vision needs all of us, the community that gives mantles 
their real power and authority.  May we always be discerning our place within God’s 
sacred scheme leading, and letting go – at times accepting mantles of leadership, at 
other times letting them go.  Amen. 

                                                           
2 “Theological Perspective” by WM. Loyd Allen. Ibid. 


