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Burning the Plow – FaithMC – 1 Kings 19:19-21 – 10/13/13 
 
Nothing much happens 

—either in the church or anywhere else—without leadership.   
And sometimes, accepting the mantle of leadership is costly. 

 Sometimes, accepting the mantle of leadership requires radical change. 
 
Elisha was a big-time farmer. 
 We know that because he owned twelve yoke of oxen, 
 which means that he had 11 hired men following 11 yoke of oxen up and 
  down the field, plowing, while Elisha followed the 12th team. 
 His plow was made mostly of wood, though it may have had an iron tip. 
 
Elisha was right in the middle of plowing the back 40, 
 thinking only about the weather and the price of corn, 
 when Elijah the prophet came stepping gingerly over the freshly turned 
  furrows of earth, approached Elisha, and threw his cloak over him. 
 
From that moment, Elisha’s farming days were over. 
After a quick good-by to his parents, Elisha walked back to the field, 
 killed his prize yoke of oxen, 
 used his mostly wooden plow as fuel to roast the oxen, 
 and had a huge cookout. 
 
It was a great public event, with Elijah and Elisha and all the hired men and all  
 their family and friends.  It was a real “Holy cow!” event.  
 
By burning his plow and roasting his oxen, 
 Elisha was demonstrating his absolute commitment to follow Elijah, 
  and God. 
 He had been called to leadership, he had accepted that call, 
  and he wasn’t going back. 
 
Leaders require training, so Elisha became Elijah’s apprentice. 
But the day came, as Elijah became older, 
 when they both knew that Elijah’s days on earth were numbered. 
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2 Kings chapter 2 tells this part of the story: 
 
Elisha wasn’t sure about his abilities as a leader. 
He wasn’t sure he could measure up to Elijah. 
So Elisha made a bold request of Elijah: 
 “I would like to inherit a double portion of your spirit.” 
  Insecure people often feel the need to over-compensate! 
 
Not put off by Elisha’s boldness, Elijah responded to the request by saying, 
 “If you actually SEE my exit from this earth, 
  you’ll get that double portion.” 
 
Suddenly a chariot of fire pulled by horses appears. 
 The chariot drives directly between the two men, separating them. 
 And just as they are separated, 
  a whirlwind comes and picks up Elijah, 
  and the whirlwind carries him up to heaven. 
 
Which means that the popular spiritual “Swing low, sweet chariot” 
  has the story all wrong. 
 It was NOT the chariot that carried Elijah to heaven; it was the whirlwind. 
   
But the whirlwind did not carry Elijah’s cloak to heaven; 
 that was left on the ground for Elisha to pick up, which he did.  
 He accepted the mantle of leadership. 
 
This whole scene was observed by 50 other apprentice prophets— 
 seminary students, if you will. 
 
And they then watched as Elisha walked back to the Jordan River, 
  and struck the water with Elijah’s cloak. 
 The water divided before Elisha, just as it had previously done for Elijah, 
  proving that he was ready to take Elijah’s place. 
 
Now those 50 seminary students were skeptics; they didn’t even believe what 
  they had just seen. 
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So they demanded that Elisha give them permission to set up a search 
  party to go out and look for Elijah; 
   maybe the whirlwind had just dropped him over the next hill. 
 
 But after 3 days of fruitless searching they were finally convinced that the  
  old prophet was gone and that Elisha was “it.” 
 
It sometimes takes people a period of time to let go of the old leader and give  
 themselves fully to the new leader! 
 
Not all are called to be leaders. 
And not all leaders will need to completely burn their plows as a sign that there’s  
 no going back. 
 
But many of us are called to be leaders in either large or small ways. 
 
And everyone who accepts any mantle of leadership 
 will need to say good-by to something, will need to give up something, 
  in order to give new time and energy to the leadership task. 
 
Elisha couldn’t both follow the plow and follow Elijah; 
 so he burned the plow, 
 and made the burning a celebration of his new calling. 
 
I burned my plow 36 years ago. 
I was a husband with two children, and I was a teacher. 
 Burning my plow, leaving teaching, leaving home,  

was the scariest thing I ever did.  
 There’s always risk in going a new direction. 
 
You go from plowing a routine straight furrow in the family field 
 to a journey without straight lines and without obvious milestones or  
 endpoints. 
 
You worry—like Elisha did—that you won’t have what it takes. 
But you trust the call. 
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There are big, public leadership roles, 
and there are smaller, more hidden leadership roles, 
  but they all require some plow burning. 
 They all cause some anxiety and require some risk. 
 They all require a period of training, which is best done by having a mentor 
  to watch, to follow around, to model yourself after. 
 
In the church, we believe that God calls people. 
 Most often, that call comes when one leader sees the gift of leadership 
  in someone else and throws their mantle over them. 
 
If you are that leader, pay attention to the children, to the youth and young 
adults, and to everyone else around you; 
 Who can take your place and do even greater things than you? 
 
And if you are a child, a youth, a young adult, someone in middle age, 
 or even an older person, 
  if you see someone stumbling toward you across your newly-plowed 
  furrows, and if that someone offers you his mantle, 
   put it on, burn your plow, and have a party. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


