Elijah confesses that this is a tough ask, but he tells Elisha, “If you see me as I am being taken from you, it will be granted you” (2 Kings 2:10). In effect, he is saying that the LORD will make it happen if God allows Elisha to see Elijah’s departure. Which is exactly what happens. A “chariot of fire and horses of fire” separating the two, and Elijah ascends into heaven in a whirlwind (2 Kings 2:11). Elisha watches Elijah’s ascent until he passes out of sight. Then Elisha grasps his own clothes and tears them to pieces. In Biblical times, tearing one’s clothes is a sign of mourning, grief, and loss. Elisha is torn apart by Elijah’s departure, unsure of what kind of mending will come his way. 

Each of us faces a crossroads like this in life. For some, it happens when we leave home and join the military. Or start our freshman year at college, move to a new city for a job, or find ourselves suddenly out of work. It happens when we get married, divorced, or lose a spouse. It happens when we visit the doctor hoping for relief, only to receive a life-altering diagnosis. All are crossroad moments. All involve loss. All can lead to the tearing of clothes.

Kate Bowler had a husband, a child, and a position at Duke Divinity School. Then, at age 35, she discovered that she had stage four cancer. This was a crossroads for her. It involved the loss of what she thought was a life of “infinite choices and unlimited progress.” From her hospital room, Kate wrote, “I see no master plan to bring me to a higher level, guarantee my growth, or use my cancer to teach me.…Nothing will exempt me from the pain of being human.”

Suffering is a part of human life. To cover pain is to deny that Jesus had nail marks in his hands, even after he rose to new life. To downplay struggles is to pretend that Jesus never left the lofty transfiguration mountaintop with Moses and Elijah. The fact is, Jesus came down the mountain and said that he would “go through many sufferings and be treated with contempt” (Mark 9:12). As soon as he reached the valley, the people called on Jesus to drive an evil spirit out of a boy. 

The struggle and suffering of human life provides the opportunity for visible mending, which is done in a series of stitches. First, we must allow ourselves to enter the pain of others. Several decades ago, just 10 days after his 24-year-old son was killed in a car accident, the Rev. William Sloane Coffin delivered a sermon to his congregation at Riverside Church in New York City. He thanked them for the flood of letters that followed his son’s death, including one which carried a wonderful quote from Hemingway: “The world breaks everyone, then some become strong at the broken places.” Coffin said, “My own broken heart is mending… largely thanks to so many of you…for if in the last week I have relearned one lesson, it is that love not only begets love, it transmits strength.” 

Offering the love that transmits strength is the second stitch of visible mending. Coffin discovered for himself that when a tragedy broke him, and the Christian community stepped in to fill him with love and strength. He no doubt became a better pastor after experiencing that work of repair. Most of us realize that the strongest and most beautiful people around us are those who are not ashamed of their mending. The parents of an autistic child who give valuable guidance to others in the same situation. The AA sponsor who patiently helps a fellow alcoholic remain sober. The survivor of abuse who provides a lifeline to those who are being abused. The wife of an Alzheimer’s patient who offers support to families dealing with various types of dementia. Henri Nouwen calls these people “wounded healers”; the strength earned by their struggle is transmitted to others through love. 

None of us can escape the pain of being human. In every life, there will be rips and tears, some small and some very big. Fortunately, God is with us, helping us do the work of visible mending. In Second Kings, Elisha picks up the mantle of Elijah and returns to the bank of the Jordan River. He strikes the water with the mantle, and the water parts again. When he crosses the river, the prophets say, “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha” (2 Kings 2:13-15).

The third stitch of visible mending is the continuation of the faithful work of people who went before us. When we pick up the mantle of a mentor, we do not make them invisible. Instead, we carry their spirit forward. For Elisha, the mantle of Elijah becomes the symbol of God’s visible mending. At the end of her book, No Cure for Being Human, Kate Bowler thanks her heroes, the family members and friends who supported her and prayed for her throughout her cancer treatments. She says that the “ability to work throughout this illness made my life not simply bearable, but beautiful.”

Jesus came to visibly mend our ripped, torn, and tattered human lives. He came into our world as a baby, poor and helpless. He experienced skinned knees and hunger pangs. He grieved when his friend Lazarus died. He felt the anger of a nation under the heel of the Romans. He faced systemic racism as a Jewish man who did not hold citizenship in the Empire. He came willingly, to face what we face, to experience our pain and grief, to die a cruel and painful death. The apostle Paul writes that Jesus “did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death — even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:6-8). Jesus took the first step of visible mending by entering our pain, our suffering, our grief, and our death, even though he could avoid it, to walk with us through it into God’s promised Kingdom. 

Jesus took the second step of visible mending by offering us the love that transmits strength. Paul wrote to the Corinthian Christians about the virtues of love: “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends” (1 Corinthians 12:4-8). Jesus showed that love is given for the benefit of others. He modeled this kind of love for us at the cross when he took our sins away and offered us new life.

Jesus took the third step of visible mending by continuing the work of faithful people and commending God’s Kingdom work to his disciples and to us. At the Transfiguration, Jesus appeared with Elijah and with Moses who represented the prophets and the Law. Jesus gathered to himself all those who labored as God’s faithful people before he came and summed up their work with the words: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:37-40). Jesus came to show the love of God to a suffering world, to visibly mend the rifts between us, and between us and God. With love Jesus stitched us back together; and being strongly stitched back together, Jesus asks us to visibly mend others. 

When we allow God to work through us we are part of God’s visible mending. When we embrace the pain of others, showing a love that transmits strength, we become the kind of heroes who helped William Sloane Coffin and Kate Bowler. When we remain faithful and prayerful in the face of losses and disappointments, we patch together a life that is not simply bearable, but beautiful. That’s the work of visible mending.

Prayer: God of grace, sometimes discipleship is difficult. We see you standing in front of us and we look for glory. Then you tell us to expect heartbreak and challenge. We get a glimpse of your glory, and we are confused, frightened, unsure what to do or say. Grant us the grace and wisdom to watch, to listen, to follow, to learn, and, in the end, to possibly understand, as we join you on The Way, as we explore the glorious Kingdom. Amen.
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Arounna Khounnoraj grew up in a family that did not have much money. Her mother, a seamstress, made and mended all Arounna’s clothes. She was so skilled with a needle and thread that no one could see the repairs. “I remember when she would mend the clothes, she would make [the stitches] very invisible,” recalls Arounna. Her mother did this because of the shame associated with wearing mended clothes. Arounna says, “Kids would tease you because they would be like, ‘You can’t afford a new pair of jeans.’” Today, Arounna is a fiber artist who mends her own clothes, but not in the manner that her mother did. Instead of trying to hide the repairs, Arounna practices “visible mending.” With this approach, “you use noticeable threads, fabrics and decorative techniques to show off your mend.”

Visible mending is suddenly very fashionable. There are several “how-to” mending books on the market, including one by Arounna. On social media, you can find mending ideas that focus on artistry and self-expression. Such mending is a source of pride, not shame. Visible mending is a beautiful and healthy activity. In clothing and in human beings as well.

In Second Kings, Elisha is torn apart by the departure of his mentor Elijah. The two men are walking on the road outside Gilgal, near the Jordan River. Elijah knows that his prophetic work is coming to an end, so he tries to separate himself from Elisha. Elijah says to his younger colleague, “Stay here; for the LORD has sent me as far as Bethel.” But Elisha says, “I will not leave you” (2 Kings 2:2). They continue down the road to Bethel, where they run into a company of prophets. Once again, Elijah tries to break away, but fails. The two men walk to Jericho, where yet again Elijah tries unsuccessfully to leave Elisha behind.

When the two men reach the Jordan River, Elijah takes his mantle, rolls it up, and strikes the water. The water parts, reminding everyone of the parting of the Red Sea, when Moses led the Israelites out of captivity. It also recalls the journey through the Jordan River when Joshua led the people into the Promised Land. In Israel’s history, this is a good kind of tearing: the water opens so the people can pass through.

Once on the other side, Elijah says to Elisha, “Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken from you.” Elisha says, “let me inherit a double share of your spirit” (2 Kings 2:9). Elisha does not want Elijah’s money or property. He wants a double share of the older prophet’s spirit. He wants to be seen as Elijah’s heir and to continue his powerful work in the world. He wants to be like Arounna, continuing her mother’s work as a seamstress.

