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Plough Straight Ahead
  Plough straight ahead.  We have all heard the saying at one point or another in our lives.  Plough straight ahead.  Usually this simple sentence is passed off as sage advice in tough times.  Life is treating you poorly and everything around you has gone south, just focus and plough straight ahead.  Of course, I would bet that very few if any of us have ever set a hand to a plough.  We have no working knowledge of what it would even take to use this basic farming implement, but we somehow contextually believe we know what is meant by the term “plough straight ahead.”  Our readings from I Kings and Luke deal with this concept of basic farming in very similar ways.

Elijah, the greatest of Israel’s prophets, listens intently as God asks him to anoint Hazael and Jehu as kings and Elisha as his successor in the prophecy business.  This command is about the last normal thing that happens in the story.  If we take the rest of the story literally, then we have an almost ludicrous moment.  Elijah decides to ignore the two future kings and go and get some help for himself.  Perhaps he is weary of carrying God’s word alone.  All we know for sure is that he finds Elisha ploughing the fields of his family.  This new, young prophet is working with the twelfth yoke of oxen when Elijah comes by and places his mantle around the farmer’s shoulders.  We do not know much about this mantle.  We only know that in later verses, Elijah will role up this cloak and strike the river Jordan, the river will part for him, and he will walk across on dry land.  After Elijah is taken up to heaven in the fiery chariot of Israel, Elisha will take that same mantle and also part the river Jordan with its power.  The mantle contains some level of power while also serving the purpose of anointing Elisha is our verse today.  Strangely, Elijah keeps on walking past so that Elisha has to leave his oxen, run after Elijah, and then beg him for permission to go and say “farewell” to his parents.  Elijah then gives him permission with the strange comment, “for what have I done to you?”
Some critics believe Elijah is testing the new young prophet, effectively asking him, “Did you feel something of the power of God when I placed the mantle on you?”  Others see it as a challenge where Elijah is asking, “what do you think it means that I put this cloak upon your shoulders?”  Others believe the question is related to call, “what have I done to prevent you from going?”  The response of Elisha certainly appears to say that something amazing has happened.  He goes back, kills the oxen that provide the brute force possible for farming, chops up his plough for a fire to boil the oxen, eats them with the people, and then follows Elijah as a servant.  Something certainly happened when that mantle covered his shoulders.

As I mentioned earlier, this story is bordering on the insane.  Let’s reviews quickly with any name removed.  A young boy is plowing his field behind twenty-four oxen.  That’s right, imagine three times as many oxen as pull the Budweiser beer wagon- twelve dozen oxen in the field with a young man who is working behind the last pair.  Then, a traveling prophet walks by and throws his cape on the farmer, James Brown style.  The field worker then goes back, kills the animals, chops up his plough, boils them and eats them with the people he is leaving without a means to survive.  Quite a story!

Luke is no less absurd in his story.  Jesus sets his face toward Jerusalem, not once but twice.  The story begins with this odd turn of phrase and then the disciples are rejected in Samaria for the same reason.  A new movement toward Jerusalem is beginning in the gospel that will last ten chapters and end in crucifixion.  Jesus sets his face toward Jerusalem and seemingly turns his heart to stone.  Three different disciples come up to him pledging their faith and obedience.  Each gets a terse send off.  Add to this difficult scene the comedic moment where the sons of Zebedee suddenly believe they have the power to rain fire on anyone who disagrees with them and you have a passage that appears invented or added later at best and difficult to understand.  
The first would be disciple declares that he will follow Jesus anywhere.  So Jesus notes plainly that "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head."  So, if you are going to follow, you have to realize that you will depend on others every step of the way.  Nothing will be easy and most will reject you.  If comfort or glory is your goal, then you cannot join this walk to Jerusalem.

The second agrees to follow if he can just fulfill the one task which Jews considered their most holy personal obligation, to bury his father.  Jesus replies, "Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God."  Some want to soften this statement and argue that perhaps the father is not yet dead.  Others paraphrase Jesus’ response to read, “Let the spiritually dead bury the physically dead, but you who are spiritually alive should proclaim the kingdom of God.”  Both can be argued, but the reality of the statement is as harsh as it appears.  You cannot allow family obligations to get in the way of God.  God comes first.

Finally, a third asks to say farewell to family and friends.  Jesus again pointedly replies, "No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God."  And here is where our twenty-first century, high-tech culture gets in the way of understanding an agrarian society.  Certainly Jesus is saying that we must put God first, but we no longer fully understand the reference.  If you are ploughing a field, then you have one job alone.  You are to plough long, straight rows to maximize the number of crops you can plant on your land.  If you have your hand on the plough and turn around to see what you have been doing, then you no longer can plough straight ahead.  You create crooked rows, waste valuable land, and work ineffectively.  So, in a very literal sense, anyone who puts a hand on the plough and looks back is not fit to be a farmer or metaphorically meant for the kingdom of God.
The other side of this metaphor is also lost on us.  To plough a long and straight row in a field, you must choose a fixed point on the horizon and steadily, methodically move towards it, ignoring all the distractions around you.  You must fix your eyes on that single object and plough straight ahead.  Jesus has turned his face towards the fixed point of Jerusalem and will not be swayed or turned aside even by death itself.  Those who follow must show similar focus and determination.  Clearly, the three present do not have that focus because the next verse begins, “Jesus sent seventy others.” 

Elisha has been anointed with the cloak of Elijah and realizes that all else is distraction.  To focus clearly on his master, Elisha rids himself of every distraction and anything that can make him look back.  He kills the oxen that have fed him faithfully for years and burned the plough to which he could one day return.  He sheds everything that could get in the way and he ploughs straight ahead towards God.  The readings this morning are incredibly harsh to insure that we get the message.  Nothing can or should come between us and God if we are to be faithful.  For St. Elisabeth’s, this means that our focus is not on a building.  We cannot rest in building or priest or even one another.  Out sure and steady focus must be on God.  He is the still point upon which we go about our work.  We are to set our eyes upon God and not look back to those things in our past that might distract us.   We are to set our eyes on God and God alone and plough straight ahead.
