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As you know – because I guess I keep saying it – I’m from West Virginia. And the biggest issue there now, environmentally, is something called “mountaintop removal”. In case you don’t know what it is, let me explain it.

It’s a new kind of coal mining. Whereas, for most of the 20th century, miners went underground – and they still do, witness the mine explosion that killed 20 miners recently – energy companies have decided that an easier way to mine coal, particularly coal near the surface, is to blow off the top of a mountain and just scoop the coal out. 

Now, the problems are profound. First off, the top of the mountain is gone forever. But just as horrible, the refuse from process has often been dumped over the sides of the mountain, where it has gone into streams along with chemicals, making drinking water unsafe. Indeed, there are places where people who live near these sites are told not to drink the water, but to bathe in it instead. I could tell you graphic stories of other harmful things, or I could paint a picture of how many companies have failed to replant the tops of mountains as promised, but I won’t. I could tell you how the federal and state governments have ignored the health issues for far too long, and I could recite the small victories this year with the EPA finally attempting to regulate mining permits, but I won’t. 

I won’t because we don’t live there. 

But I did once, and I cannot stop thinking about the issue. I can’t help but continuing to feel a certain set of responsibilities. I feel compelled to read and study and donate some small amounts to those people who are fighting the battle, often at great personal risk to themselves and their families. As if often the case among my homeland, when people are dependent for their living on one economic industry, they are willing to put up with a lot in order to have a job. And they don’t always take kindly to those who step up and begin to say “enough is enough”. It can get ugly. 

And I’m not there. I don’t have any risk to myself or to my loved ones. 

And yet, it gnaws at me. And you know that feeling, don’t you? I know you do, because I know some of you. 

I know that many of you have that same feeling for our Disciples camp, CGC. It has played a major role in your life, or the life of your children or friends, and it something needs doing there, or it appears that the land is under some threat, you would move into action. 

I know for others of you it is Christian Church Homes, or it is STAND against domestic violence. Or there are other causes, other places.

We all have these places where our hearts are stirred to action, where we can’t abide the sad conditions of the world and are moved to speak up, or give money, or give time, or do something, because we feel like we have to. Because we don’t have a choice. Because God says to our hearts, “Get up, do something, step up to the plate.”

Places, in other words, where you are Elijah.

Here he is, this pivotal figure to the Jewish faith and to early Christians. He saw abuses of power and abuses of economics, and he heard God say to him, “Get up, do something, step up to the plate.” Sometimes it took miracles to do it, like the never-ending jar of meal or the raising of the widow’s dead son we spoke about two weeks ago, or the miracle against the prophets of Ba’al which is another famous story of God’s power working through a prophet. When the royal house wants to take over property, property that had been in people’s families for generations, he steps up and speaks, earning him the enmity of the King. But he felt he had to speak, he had no choice.

All these things, and more, made him the model for the early Christian church, and when they looked at the life of Jesus, they couldn’t help but compare him over and over again to Elijah. Where Elijah multiplied grain for the widow, Jesus multiplied loaves and fishes. Over and over, when people meet Jesus, they confuse him for Elijah. The gospels argue that John the Baptist is in the direct line of descendents of Elijah. In Mt and Mark, Jesus is thought, on the cross, to appeal to Elijah by the crowd.

Elijah is the model of the one who speaks out when there is injustice, who speaks into the face of power, who tells the truth when no one else is listening, who says, over and over, God is at work among us, and there are some – very powerful and very influential people – who are not letting that work happen. 

No wonder, then, he is the one who doesn’t see death.

He can’t. I mean, if this man sees death, then it’s all over, isn’t it? The voice is stilled, the hope is destroyed, the project is finished.

So instead, here he is, at the end of his time here on earth, and he’s “taken up” and the amazing thing is just that he’s “taken up”, it’s that so little is made of it here. It’s just a fact, it’s just stated. Up he goes. 

Instead, the account seems much more worried about what happens next. Now that his voice is gone, who is going to speak for God on behalf of all those who need a voice.

Who, in other words, gets the mantle?

The mantle. On the one hand, it’s just some clothes. Elisha has been following around Elijah awhile, trying to get his blessing, and either Elijah is testing him or he’s just annoyed by him, but finally, here, Elisah is standing there, ready. But in a second, he is divided from Elijah and sees him taken up, and he gets so exorcised he tears up his own clothes. Now naked, he looks around and there’s the spare set Elijah left behind, and on goes the mantle.

But it’s more than just clothing, of course. These clothes are powerful – they are prophets clothes. Indeed, they just parted a river – God sent his power through them to part of river, just like Moses parted the Red Sea, and so, to take this mantle means what it often means today – to take on the role, the person’s awareness, the job that says, “Now I must speak for God for those who don’t have voices that can be heard.”

And when Elisha died, there were more – Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and more, and Jesus, and Paul, and St. Francis of Assisi, and more, and maybe a few days it was Abraham Lincoln, or Dr Martin Luther King, or 

Here’s my idea. That often times we’re looking up, waiting for a miracle, the way I’m sure all those bystanders were looking up and watching Elijah be taken up to God. And right at our feet, right there, laying in a pile so that you might not even notice, there’s some clothing. 

Call it a mantle.

Pat Hudson is from a little town called Oak Ridge Tennessee, a place her father had moved the family to when they were young. And when she was a little girl, her father took her out into the woods around the area and taught her the names of all the trees. Pretty soon, she knew their cycles, when they budded, when they bloomed, as much as she could about them. She says that when she was around 10, she remembers standing up on the hill above their home, and looking over the valley below – it was fall, and there is no better time on God’s earth in that part of the country, I think – and she says she just knew, at that moment, that “everything was connected to absolutely everything”. “I don’t think I labeled it God,” she says, “but I sensed it, I felt it, and I still remember that day vividly.”

Years later, her journey took her in and out of a number of churches, until she ended up at Church of the Savior in Knoxville Tenn., a UCC congregation. And there was a woman there named Kathy Linquist, head of the seniors group, a former civil engineer, who saw the damage done to mountains in WV and Kentucky, and had lobbied the Tenn legislature to not let the same thing happen there. 

When Kathy Linquist died, Pat Hudson looked down and saw a pile of clothes left behind, and began a fund in Kathy Linquist’s name to continue on her work. And she’s still at it today. She takes church people on “faith tours” of mountain stop removal sites in WV and KY and lobbies the legislature, feeling lucky that mountain top removal hasn’t caught on yet in TN but knowing that’s because it’s just not economically feasible yet.

She goes on ‘faith tours’ of the areas effected by the mining, and she brought by a piece of coal from a property of a man named Sumner – just like the Sumner’s who are here in our congregation. Here’s what she says:

“I have a piece of coal that I picked up on our faith tour off the edge of Mr. Sumner’s property there, standing on the remains of his land that had been destroyed, and I keep it on the windowsill of my kitchen, ‘cause whenever I do dishes – that’s sort of my contemplative time, to stand at the sink and do dishes and look at the green outside my window and realize that so many people now living with just destruction outside their windows. To stand on the remains of that ridgeline that just dropped off to nothing, and to be standing there singing “Amazing Grace” and have the mountain across from you just blow up while you’re standing there, I mean, I don’t see how anybody could’ve been there and be the same. That was just heartbreaking and soul-wrenching and life-changing….

“Will I be able to save every mountain I want to save? No, I doubt that’s possible. But are the coal companies going to get every mountain they want? No, I don’t think so …

“It’s so funny. You’d think that your faith would inform the issue, but what’s happened for me is this issue has informed my faith in ways that I could never have anticipated.”

So, she took the mantle. And she put it on. 

And what do you know. It changed her. It really did. 

If I were you – and I am – I think instead of watching for the miracle up in the sky, I better pay attention to what might be on the ground in front of me. Sometimes, if we’re not careful, it might be a pile of clothes, left by someone we may not even know. You don’t want to miss those. They might be just your size.
