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 Our congregation’s own Charean Williams was in Beijing when it happened in 

2008 for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. On the 21 of August 2008 the AP reported:

There is no event in the track and field more absorbing, climatic and patriotic than the 4 x 
100m race. The most dramatic losses for the competitive United States team in the history 
of 4 x 100m relays were in 2008. The U.S. men’s and women’s 100-meter relay team were 
both eliminated in the first round Thursday night when Tyson Gay and Lauryn Williams, 
running the final legs, could not hold onto the baton passes from Darvis Patton and Torri 
Edwards, respectively.

In the men’s race, Rodney Martin and Travis Padgett ran their legs smoothly and the U.S. 
would surely have advanced easily. “When I grabbed, I was like, ‘Oh,’ ” Gay said. “It was 
probably my fault. If it hits your hand, you should have it. I’ll take the blame for it.”

The women’s race also got smooth legs from Angela Williams and Mechelle Lewis. When 
Edwards tried to hand the baton to Williams, it squirted out. Edwards screamed and 
covered her hands with her face. Williams collected the baton and ran to the finish, but the 
U.S. team had been eliminated. “This was our event,” Edwards said. “We were going to go 
to the finals and win. This definitely very heartbreaking.” 

 Whether or not one is passing a track baton or the mantle of leadership, it must 

be passed and it must be received. Yet how many times do we notice that when one 

person or group hands the mantle over it is a bungled hand-off or botched reception—

or both? In fact, just the past few years one of America’s iconic churches, the Crystal 

Cathedral, has become mired in chaos and its congregation torn apart by discord. 

After Robert Schullar retired a series of new leaders emerged in the once flourishing 

church, but conflicts in leadership made the transition a dismal failure. A year ago the 

senior pastor announced that she was leaving to start a new church. “This is the last 

Sunday we will be worshiping in this building,” Pastor Sheila Schuller Coleman told 

congregates during an emotional 11 a.m. service in the 10,000-pane glass cathedral” 

and her announcement came a day after her parents Robert and Arvella Schuller, 
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resigned from the Crystal Cathedral’s board of directors in March 2012.

 One way to look at this circumstance is that churches begun by charismatic 

figures revolve around that originator. Later, after the founder retires, dies, or 

whatever—the whole enterprise devolves. Today’s story, the constructive transition 

between prophets Elijah and Elisha, reminds us that the passing on the leadership of 

faith in troubling times can be a sign of hope and an invitation to trust. In our lesson 

God helps begin transition of leadership from one generation to another. In other 

words as one era is completed, another will soon begin. In between “the what has 

been” and “what will be” is a time of anxiety for both individuals and community. Hear 

2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14:
1 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. 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 (2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14).

 This text concerns the transition from one prophetic leader to another. The 

prophet Elijah has had a flurry of activity as we have seen over the past few weeks. 

Elijah is completely drained—spiritually, physically, and emotionally. He has fled from 

Jezebel, who promised to take him out. Eventually Elijah wishes he could simply die. 
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We may find it difficult to imagine the disparity between the public Mount Carmel 

and the private cave in Horeb. Yet in the time of quiet fatigue Elijah wishes his task 

was over. Yet God had a new task for Elijah. The task is to anoint a new prophet who 

will follow after Elijah. There are a few principles we can explore about the transition 

between leaders. We ourselves are always between leaders in our church—sometimes 

it is youth leaders, sometimes other kinds of leaders. What are these principles?

 First, we have to end before we begin. What this means is that before one can 

offer loyalty to a new leader the loyalty to a previous leader must be either altered 

or ended. When Jesse was told that Samuel was looking for a new king, Jesse 

instinctively knew that this would be a problem. Why? Because a nation has one kind 

at a time and Saul was still the king. Good, faithful, and mature leaders know when 

and how to step aside and let a new leader have his or her turn at guiding the people. 

So . . . first, we have to end before we begin. Elijah ended his prophet leadership when 

our story tells us that “Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven.” God took care of 

this transition!

 Second, between the ending and the new beginning, there is an interruption 

or a gap. It takes new leaders some time to get their feet under them. When someone 

is sailing we call it getting your sea legs. It is the ability to be able to absorb the new 

culture of the group of people one will be leading and it takes time. As we have a guest 

representing Russia today, I learned that if we are in Russia then we always take off 

our shoes before entering the house, we lower our voices a notch when speaking, that 

a woman should never sit at the corner of a table as it is bad luck, and we should let 

our host or hostess know when we are full or they will continue to serve us food. Why? 

I don’t know and suspect many Russians don’t ether, but it is the way of the culture. 

Why do we have the seventh inning stretch instead of, say, the 4 ½ inning stretch? It 

is all part of the culture. Second, between the ending and the new beginning, there is 

an interruption or a gap. It is a time of fine-tuning.
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 Third, the interruption or gap can be a creative time and a source of renewal. 

As people being led and new leaders like Elisha become acculturated, the time can be 

used to learn how to communicate and relate to others. No hurry that tasks get taken 

care of—simply a time to be—a time of fellowship. In such times of rest or relaxation 

from mundane life as we know it, new energy and creative impulses can surface. We 

all know that from time to time, when we are not thinking about an urgent problem to 

be solved, then suddenly a solution will pop into our heads. We sometimes go to sleep 

with a puzzle on our minds and in the morning somehow—perhaps like a miracle—the 

answer is right there before us. So we remember that third, the interruption or gap 

can be a creative time and a source of renewal.

 Last of all people go through transition at different speeds and in different 

ways. Various people like dancing. But there are many kinds: Slow Foxtrot, Western 

promenade, ballroom Waltz, Minuet, Cajun Two Step, Moonwalker, Scottish Country 

Jig . . . well you get the idea—some are slow dances and some are fast, but they 

are all dances! Leadership and transition is much the same. It depends on the 

circumstances, the people, the history, the culture, and so on. One size does not fit all. 

All people and leaders go through transition at different speeds and in different ways.

 I want to close using an illustration from two pastors I respect very much. 

Carver McGriff and Kent Millard write about their transition in an extremely large 

church St. Luke’s UMC in Indianapolis in their essay “For All That Has Been, Thanks: 

For all that Will Be, Yes!” One pastor followed the other after twenty-six years in the 

ministry in one church—a difficult transition.

In truth the gist of their sharing is pertinent to any church—and to upright and 

principled relationships. One of the telling observations McGriff writes reads: “one 

selfish word, one snicker, one raised eyebrow could undo . . . .” This is so true. We 

pastors all know that a comment that on the surface sounds so innocent, like “I do 

not want to talk about it” can be heard as an indictment of another preacher—and 
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some people who ought to know better specialize in the “vile innuendo.” As the wise 

McGriff knows, the only people who are hurt in the insinuation process are mostly the 

innocents. As the outgoing pastor McGriff paves the way for good ministry to begin 

the day his successor walks in the door—and he and Millard became fast friends. To 

turn a successor/predecessor into a ministry resource is to be a person who takes the 

gospel wisdom to heart: “be wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16).

 Elijah and Elisha had that kind of relationship, before . . . “Elijah ascended in a 

whirlwind into heaven.” Amen.

David Neil Mosser, FUMC, Arlington, TX 76011
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