
First United Methodist Church 

618 Eighth Street 

Columbus, IN 47201 

 

Rev. Howard E. Boles 

February 14, 2021 

 

“The Ministry of Presence” 

Text: 2Kings 2:1-12 

 

The Moth, founded in 1992, is a gathering of storytellers who share true stories on a wide range 

of topics.  Fifty of those stories have been collected into a book entitled “The Moth.”  In one of 

these stories, Brian Finkelstein tells about his decision to volunteer for a Suicide Hotline.  This 

decision was motivated by several factors.  For one, he was studying to become a clinical 

psychologist and he felt this might be a great way to increase his knowledge.  But he was also 

aware that his grades were not good and he thought this might look good on a resume for 

potential graduate schools. 

 

The first training session was held in a church basement.  The room was filled with people.  But 

as the training progressed, more and more of the people began to drop out.  The expectations 

were more than they could handle.  One would assume that people coming into such a service 

would know that a suicide hotline would be difficult work, but the more the director spoke about 

what they might encounter, the more volunteers left the room.  After two weeks of training, the 

group of fifty-eight potential volunteers was now down to four.  And the director noted that even 

among those who complete the training, the average person will remain only six months. 

 

When I read that story, I thought a lot about the attrition rate.  People with the best of intentions 

got up at 8 a.m. on their day off to attend a training session for a suicide hotline.  But within two 

weeks, 90% of them would change their minds and drop out.  On the positive side of things, the 

training was effective in making sure that those who remained were really committed and there 

for the right reasons.  But, pondering those who dropped out, it makes me wonder about the 

times when I have faced a difficult task and been tempted to give up.  Every relationship, every 

endeavor will face difficulties and challenges.  Are we willing to work through those difficult 

times? 

 

I think about this in light of our current situation.  We are nearing the one-year anniversary of 

changes in our church and community due to Covid-19.  It has been a long struggle and there 

have been a lot of sacrifices by everyone.  And we are weary.  We are lonely.  It is tempting to 

give up and many people have done so.  But you have come this far, I want to encourage you to 

hang in there.  Keep up the good practices, get the vaccine when you are eligible, keep doing the 

right things.  This is not the time to let our guard down, but to continue to do those things that 

protect you and those around you. 

 

This is a time that asks of each of us, are we the kind of people who will see a task through to 

completion or will we give up when it becomes too difficult?  This is not just about the 



pandemic, it is about our identity as individuals and as a community of faith.  This has the 

potential to be a defining moment. 

 

That is why today’s story from 2Kings is so pertinent.  It could be easy to overlook this story 

because it is filled with such sensational images.  We may doubt that it has anything to do with 

the modern day.  But, it has much to teach us.  The story involves two primary characters, both 

prophets.  The elder and more seasoned prophet is Elijah.  The younger prophet is Elisha.  And 

from the beginning of the story, we are given clarity about what is about to happen.  Elijah is 

about to be taken to heaven.  These are his last moments on earth.  His means of transport to 

heaven are a bit unusual, we are told that there will be a mighty wind and that he will be taken in 

a fiery chariot.  This is the point at which this story often becomes only an entertaining story, 

seeming to have little to do with our lives.  What could fiery chariots possibly have to do with 

us?  We have to look beyond the sensational images, to dig deeper into the core of this story.  

This is a story about an abiding friendship between two of Israel’s greatest prophets. 

 

Let’s go back in time a bit.  The initial meeting of these two prophets was at a time of great need 

for both of them.  Elijah, the great and established prophet, had just conquered the prophets of 

Baal.  One would expect this to be his highlight moment, like winning the Super Bowl.  Elijah, 

you just defeated all the false prophets, what are you going to do now?  “I’m going to 

Jerusalem!”  But the story didn’t play out that way.  Instead of being a time of celebration, Elijah 

had angered those in power.  He was forced to flee for his life.  Alone and dejected, he goes to 

the desert where he would experience what theologians call “the dark night of the soul.”  He had 

done what he thought God wanted and the result was danger.  He wondered where God was and 

whether God even cared. 

 

Alone in the desert, Elijah experiences earthquakes and fires and other powerful moments.  But, 

after each of these, he concludes that God was not found in these destructive forces.  Then comes 

a moment of sheer silence.  And in that silence, Elijah experiences the presence of God.  He is 

renewed in his faith. 

 

Elijah comes out of the wilderness, ready to return to his homeland.  Along the way he 

encounters a young man plowing a field.  Elijah takes the mantle he is wearing, a cloak that 

would have extended from his shoulders down his back, and he places it on Elisha.  He does so 

with such a casual approach as if to say, “Would you like to join me as a prophet?  Wear this 

mantle, it will help.”  This is how their friendship begins. 

 

Elisha bids farewell to his family and friends and begins to follow his teacher Elijah.  The Bible 

doesn’t record many details about the time that followed from that first meeting until the story 

we heard this morning, but it is evident that the two of them have become great friends.  They 

are virtually inseparable.  But now that is about to change.  Elijah is about to be taken to heaven.  

This is his last day on earth and he is saying his goodbyes. 

 

These are never easy.  So Elijah says to Elisha, “You don’t have to come with me.  I’ll 

understand.  Stay here.”  Maybe Elijah is trying to protect his friend.  This is going to be hard 

enough.  Perhaps he thinks it would be best to say their goodbyes now.  He doesn’t want to 



prolong the sadness of his farewell.  But, Elisha refuses.  He is going to go the distance.  He will 

stay with his friend to the end. 

 

I found a most unusual insight into this portion of the story in a book by Melissa Mohr, a 

professor of Renaissance Literature at Stanford University.  I wanted to share her credentials 

because decorum prevents me from sharing the title of her book, but the subtitle is “A Brief 

History of Swearing.”  One of the chapters of her book is about oaths and the power of biblical 

oaths.  To swear an oath to someone is one of the most honorable things that one can do.  And to 

not keep that oath would be the height of hypocrisy.  In this instance, Elijah three times tries to 

give dissuade Elisha from staying with him.  He releases him from any obligations he might feel 

saying that he would understand if he said his goodbye and turned and walked away.  But three 

times, Elisha proclaims that oath that is filled with beauty.  He says to his friend and mentor, “As 

the Lord lives and as you yourself live, I will not leave you.”  Let us not overlook the power and 

beauty of those words!  Elisha is pledging that there is nothing that will cause him to leave his 

friend behind.  No matter how difficult, no matter what obstacles they may face, he will remain 

by Elijah’s side to the very end. 

 

This kind of loyalty is not unique, but it is always admirable.  When Naomi releases her 

daughter-in-law from any obligation and encourages her to return to her homeland, Ruth says, 

“Where you go, I will go; where you stay, I will stay.  Your people will be my people and your 

God will be my God; where you die, I will die.”  It is the promise of faithfulness to the end. 

 

Later in the gospels, we see the women who followed Jesus and remain with him all the way to 

the cross.  They will remain there through his suffering to the time of his death.  As painful as it 

must have been to be there, they refused to walk away.  They were faithful to the end. 

 

In a collection of short stories entitled, “A Place in Time,” Wendell Berry writes about these 

themes of faithfulness and friendships within a small community.  In one story he writes about 

Jarrat Coulter, whose son is killed in WWII.  When word reaches their small town, the neighbors 

come to the home to express their condolences.  They bring food to the family and help them in 

whatever ways they can.  As one would expect in a small, rural community, they surround the 

family with comfort and care in their time of loss. 

 

But one friend goes even further.  When this friend hears that Jarrat’s son has been killed, he lit 

his lantern and made the lonely walk to the home.  As he put it, he wasn’t invited nor asked to 

come.  It was just where he needed to be.  He says, “I went back every night for a long time.  

There was nothing else to do.”  He sat with his lonely, grieving friend, most evenings in silence, 

just to be with him in his time of loss.  It is a beautiful story of love and friendship and loyalty.   

 

That is what God calls the church to be.  It is what I would call the ministry of presence.  It is the 

importance of being there for one another.  Even in these unusual times when we cannot 

physically gather, there are many ways in which we can maintain those important connections 

with one another.  Like the story of Elisha and Elijah, we too are called to be there for one 

another not only in the good times, but in the times of struggle and sorrow.  These are the times 

when we most need someone by our side.  

 



This week I was reminded of an incident that happened this time several years ago.  I received an 

unexpected phone call from a couple I had married several years prior.  They were not members 

of the church, but that has never been a requirement for me.  I feel like the wedding is an 

opportunity to establish a relationship and if the need arises, they will know where they can turn 

in a time of need.   

 

That was the unfortunate circumstance that made them search me out all these years later.  They 

called because their young son was hospitalized.  He was diagnosed with leukemia, then had a 

series of other medical crises.  The situation was very critical, so the family reached out for help.   

 

But, having said that, let me be very honest to say that it was a hard request.  What does one say 

to a family that is fearful their three-year old son may not make it?  There is something within us 

all that would like to reassure those in crises that everything is going to be ok.  There is 

something very natural that wants to fix the situation, to pray that everything will be ok, that the 

child will wake up and be healed…and there are no assurances that this will happen.  

 

I went to see their son at Riley’s Children’ Hospital in Indianapolis.  And I kept checking on 

them.  I called, I visited.  They emailed updates. Peyton fought hard, but eventually the leukemia 

became too much.  I gathered with the family and their friends for the difficult task of 

performing his funeral.   

 

One of the reasons this came to mind was that I knew in good conscience that I could not ask you 

to do what I am not willing to do as well.  But I have seen that spirit within this congregation.  I 

have seen you care for loved ones with the faithfulness of Elisha, the devotion of Ruth, the 

tenacity of the women at the cross.  I have seen you go the extra mile to care for one another.  I 

have witnessed the ministry of presence in many ways in this church and I am always touched by 

your actions.   

   

Amid all the sensational images of fiery chariots and whirlwinds, this is what the story of Elijah 

and Elisha is about.  It is about the depth of relationship, the depth of friendship, the depth of 

commitment that one can depend upon.  It is about friendship, loyalty, devotion, oath keeping, 

the strength of community.  It is a story that challenges us to be the kind of friend, the kind of 

person, the kind of community that is there for one another not just in the good times, but also in 

difficult times.  When we allow others to be present in those times of need and as we are willing 

to be there for one another, the depth of love is made visible before our eyes. 

 


