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Letting Go – Letting God 
 
One of my favorite stories is an old Israeli folktale titled, “Old Noah’s Elephants.”  What of 
heaven’s wisdom will you hear, as you listen to this ancient story? 
 
One day a frustrated Mrs. Noah rushed frantically to the deck of the Ark, where she found her 
husband.  Dragging him down below to the storeroom, she gestured toward the elephants, 
munching away on the bananas.  “Just look at these two,” she cried.  “Last night they wandered 
in here and found the food supplies.  If you don’t do something they’ll eat everything in sight!” 
 
“Don’t worry, dear wife,” said Noah.  “I’ll take care of it.”  Noah tried everything.  He spoke 
kindly to the elephants, asking them to return to their quarters.  The elephants just smiled and 
kept eating.  He pushed on them with all his might.  They ate faster.  Suddenly the boat pitched 
sideways and Noah realized that the ark was tipping over with all the weight the elephants 
were gaining!  He began praying.  “What should I do God?  We’ll perish if I can’t get the 
elephants to move!”  And the Lord replied, “Tickle the hyena.”  “What?” asked Noah, surprised.  
“Tickle the hyena,” the Lord said again.  “Trust me!”  
 
So who was Noah to argue?  He found a goose feather and tickled the hyena on the nose.  This 
set off a chain reaction.  The hyena, screaming with laughter rolled on top of the lion’s tail. The 
lion’s roar made the giraffe jump, bumping a monkey asleep in the rafters.  The monkey fell 
onto a zebra’s back; the zebra kicked and splash! – over went a barrel of fish; a moose slipped 
on the wet fish, sliding into a hippo who sat down and almost flattened two chickens… and this 
goes on and on until a frightened cat leaps over a rhinoceros, scaring a mouse.  The mouse runs 
into a basket of vegetables in the storeroom to hide under a big green cabbage.  An elephant 
lifts the cabbage with its trunk, the mouse squeaks.  The elephants are terrified, drop what 
they’re eating and run off to the opposite ends of the ark.  Whew! Noah cheers, “We’re saved!  
Thank you, Lord, for answering my prayer!” 
 
And so “Old Noah’s Elephants” is a story, a fable told to encourage faith in a good God whose 
eternal perspective is far longer than our limited human understanding; a story of a God who 
invites you and me in the middle of our anxiety to let go of what we think we know, and place 
our trust in heaven’s resources.  Have you ever taken a leap of faith that made you feel 
ridiculous?  Let go of something precious without entirely understanding what might happen as 
a result?  Have you ever felt like God was inviting you to “Tickle the hyena….?” 
 
Today’s scriptures provide examples of fearful people and the blessings that came when they 
were able to let go, to loosen their grip on misplaced securities, to release their tightly held 
assumptions or even the things they owned. The disciples walked away from their vocations to 
walk with Jesus…. Philemon gave up a slave….  Moses lays it on the line for people liberated 



from bondage, who nevertheless still clung to a ‘slave-mentality.’  It took a generation of 
wilderness wandering before they could function as a people who were free.  They had to give 
up allegiances to Egyptian gods, to let go of one way of being, in order to freely grasp a new 
reality in relationship with Yahweh.  Moses urges them: “Choose to love the Lord, hold fast to 
what is good, honoring the covenant to care for one another as a holy community.” 
 
In our gospel story Jesus speaks to the crowds about letting go of misplaced priorities.  
“Whoever comes to me and doesn’t hate parents, spouse, children, life itself - can’t be my 
disciple.”  What in the world does this mean?  Jesus is using the language of exaggeration to 
make a point.  In Hebrew, the word translated ‘hate’ is a word of strong comparison.  It means 
that when we are faced with a fundamental choice, we eagerly choose this one thing, because 
we love the other things so far much less.  We ‘hate’ in comparison, all attachments that would 
prevent us from fully entering the reign of God.  Jesus in saying in effect, ‘walking with me 
means giving up everything, every allegiance you have to people and things.’ And of course we 
know the more we walk with Jesus, that learning to love him enables us to love others, even 
when it’s difficult.  
 
Philemon was also one who wrestled with the paradox of ‘letting go in order to let God work.’  
We can speculate that he may have been well off, maybe a person of wealth - as both the head 
of a sizable household church and a slave owner.  Today’s reading consists of Paul’s letter 
intended to be read to the congregation, urging his dear friend and co-worker to welcome back 
Onesimus - no longer as a slave, but as a brother in Christ.  It was a common occurrence in the 
ancient world for a slave to run away when there was a dispute about working conditions in 
order to appeal to a third party for resolution.  The issue at hand is that Philemon’s runaway 
slave has become a Christian, who came to be valued by Paul while in prison.  
 
Writing, possibly from Ephesus, Paul brokers a harmonious relationship between the two,  
requesting that Philemon welcome Onesimus into his household and the church as a Christian 
brother.  Paul won’t command compliance, although he knows he could.  Philemon is 
challenged to give up his allegiance as a Roman citizen and act as a citizen of the Kingdom of 
God, setting free his slave.  Finally, Paul asks that the freed Onesimus be returned to serve in 
place of his master.  
 
Curiously, 50 to 60 years after this letter was written, a page from the history books of the early 
2nd century provides an interesting note. During that time, Ignatius of Antioch mentions an 
“Onesimus as Bishop of Ephesus.”  Scholars wonder, could this have been the same person, 
discipled by Paul?   
 
But what’s most remarkable is the chain of events set in motion by Paul’s letter.  Philemon 
gives up a slave, embracing him as a brother in Christ.  He makes a decision that is economically 
costly, yet one that yields a rich dividend.  In releasing a person from being a possession, he 
surrenders his role as an oppressor, and in the process unshackles his own soul.  The record of 
his action urged by Paul’s letter, places a crack in the foundation of slavery that centuries later 



results in a fatal blow to this shameful institution.  How could Philemon ever have known that 
his ‘giving up’ would have such a lasting, generative response?  
 
What about you?  What have you had to give up, let go - in order to walk more closely with 
Jesus?  It’s costly to follow this Jesus who lays total claim to our lives.  To walk with him, there 
are things you and I have to release.  You have to give up shame at your past mistakes, let go of 
your sorrow for the ways you may’ve harmed yourself or others. What grace!  But, more 
painfully, you may also have had to give up your slavery to addictions, or whatever you’ve used 
to drug your personal pain.  Maybe you’ve overworked, made an idol out of a relationship or 
the accumulation of possessions.  Giving up these things that we’re so used to dragging around 
in our lives can feel like parts of ourselves are dying.  It’s costly.  When we’ve carried around 
these substitutes for God for so long, it can feel ludicrous when Jesus invites us to release our 
self- delusions. Like being asked to tickle a hyena…  
 
Maybe for you, walking with Jesus has cost you in terms of giving up a prejudice or a misbelief.  
Maybe today he’s inviting you to let go of a habit or an attitude that’s limiting your ability to 
love others.  In committing to follow Jesus and walk in his ways, some of you have given up 
your own preferences for the ways you might conduct business, choosing instead, the higher 
ground of integrity.  At times, following Jesus can mean giving up your own preference about 
where you will work, where you will live.  
 
It’s costly to give up being slaves to sin.  And yet, there’s no other way to be free but to follow 
the one, oh the One dear Lord Jesus, who stretched out his arms, to give us… everything.  How  
great a love is this?  Jesus lays down on the cross, in order to rise and give us his very own life.  
How can we thank him?   
 
Let’s pray:  Lord Jesus, teach us to trust you, to walk with you into your Reign of grace.  Help us 
to listen to you, to be directed by your Holy Spirit and to give, as generously as you have given 
yourself for us.  We love you Lord,  Amen. 
 


