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Introduction to the Scripture

In some Christian traditions, Thursday—or more often today—are known as Ascension Sunday, a
feast day in celebration of this particular story we’ll hear today… After Jesus’s Easter Resurrection, he
continues to appear to his disciples in various places and ways. Until this day.

Ascension Sunday is not too often talked about in our branch of the Jesus family tree. We are the side
of the family that for a long time talked much more about Jesus’s death than his life, or even his birth.
If you don’t get why people celebrate this holy day, just remember that we had banned Christmas for
a long time here in the congregational tradition… it takes all sorts. And, at one level, that’s not
surprising… ascension is about an echo of Christmas. See, if you make a big deal about incarnation,
God coming to be human here with and in us… you don’t want to hit a part of the story where Jesus
just kind of says, “well, it’s been real” and ditches his body. Incarnation is forever and always and has
transformed the world… and so Jesus, all of Jesus, goes well… goes somewhere…

Sermon

First, some physics.

A few weeks ago, Diana Butler Bass came here and shared a striking image: that much of the
Christian tradition from the Dark Ages on had worried a lot bout a universe and a cosmology that
worked a lot like an elevator. Up was good, down was bad, and you probably needed somebody like
me to be your elevator operator. She did a wonderful job of challenging that.

Dr. Bass did a great job of showing how that image, of a cosmos that really only went up and down
doesn’t work for us so much anymore, partly because of what we know of the cosmos.

This week, we celebrate a Feast of the Christian church in which Jesus all but steps into a box and
says, “Excuse me, could you hit ‘top floor’ for me?” Such is life.

The image that is part of our bulletin today is from of that probe you saw in the last picture, the
“Wilkinson Microwave Anistropy Probe.” The image is a part of a view of the background radiation
some 375,000 years after the Big Bang, when the universe cooled enough for electrons and protons to
actually get together and make hydrogen. Where does Jesus belong in this picture? What does
ascension mean in an expanding universe where we can see back almost the full 13.77 billion years?

We can still see it now, that residue of the enormity of creation: it’s everywhere, expanding
everywhere. So, I’m going to say that Jesus is headed in a number of different directions at the same
time. It’s very quantum physics, says the preacher who makes his physics teaching friends crazy.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Acts+1:6-14


Maybe “up” doesn’t really mean up. Maybe we can think about Jesus going “in”

Did you catch Jesus’s dad joke here? He says, “you will be my witnesses.” And immediately? The
disciples lose sight of him. This is like the old, “Raise your hand if you can’t hear me,” gag. The
disciples end up gawking into the sky until angels say: what are you doing?

The “witnesses” depart and go a “sabbath’s day journey” which is short because you’re not supposed
to travel on the sabbath… and then… Well, you come to realize exactly how much rent the owner of
that Upper Room made off this gang from Galilee, from Holy Week through Easter, through all the
season of Easter.

The disciples go back to that upper room, and there they devote themselves to prayer, they devote
themselves to breaking bread, they devote themselves—not to go without mentioning—to being a
community that is radically inclusive of women for their time, as well…

They go “up” by going into the upper room, and find Jesus again. In the practices and actions and
memories and stories of his life, in the ministry that he gave them. Jesus’s life is a narrative big bang…
and it takes a little bit for things to make sense again… for things to cool enough for you to see. But
there, in each other’s company, and confusion, they find through their memory and practice they are
transformed.

It’s commencement season… some of you just got all that fancy latin about the rights and
responsibilities you have earned yourselves with your degrees. There are a lot of students the world
over that are about to take a swing at this wide wild life without their teachers, without their mentors,
without the guides they’ve had for much of the journey so far. It can feel a lot like everything you had
set your eyes toward has disappeared into the sky. I had too much Looney Toons as a kid, so I always
say college commencement is like being Wil E. Coyote, when you’ve been running and running, and
you keep running until all of a sudden you look down, and well…

What we can hope saves us in these moments is practice. College students have been learning
technical skills, yes, but they have also been learning how to apply their skills and their learning
broadly. You’ve been learning how to learn, whether it be liberal arts or engineering. Our hope is that
you will never stop those practices of learning, and in so doing, you carry on all those teachers and
mentor, and you carry them with you just the same.

Spiritual life is just the same. It is practice that draws into that upper room in which we find again and
again Jesus’s presence, and each other’s.

Commencement is rough. There’s a lot that has to happen in our hearts in these transitions. The
letting go, the saying good-bye, the blessing. It is hard to say good bye. How do we nurture the
spiritual practices of leaving, sending? We hope that we find each other again and again in the
practice and the life that we have shared.

The disciples go in and find Jesus. Those lives that touch us and teach us, I think offer us the
challenge of the disciples: how will we embody their memory within our lives? How will we practice
what we have gained from them?



Maybe “up” doesn’t really mean up. Maybe we can think about Jesus going “out”: he says, “you will
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” That practice
of remembering and recreating Jesus’s presence with them calls the disciples out into the world. They
aren’t just called to be a never ending funeral for a lost leader, but to be a community called by his
power and presence in them to serve outside. Memory sends us out.

This weekend, we celebrate Memorial Day, previously Decoration Day… a commemoration that began
by marking the graves of soldiers after the civil war. I am sometimes suspicious of days like these.
They can be so distant. We see images of American flags all around, it is a lot of background radiation,
and very little recognition that each of those lives was a big bang to someone… their birth, their life,
their service, their death were—for someone—huge and grand and cosmic…I give thanks for those
that visit each of those graves, yes, with a flag, but also with a personal recognition of the life laid
down there. Intimate, physical, incarnate.

“It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here
have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining
before us – that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to the cause…” 

As a Christian, I hope we remember them, so we will be committed to making sure that they died in
war in the hope of peace, not for the sake of war itself.

This week, we saw children and young people at a concert die at the hands of religious extremism in
Manchester in the UK. But we saw Muslim families and children march to the arena to proclaim God’s
word of peace.

This week, we saw Christian Copts shot in Egypt, but we saw Muslim leaders rise up and embrace the
mourning community there.

This week, we saw three men trying to intervene to protect a Muslim woman from abuse in Portland,
Oregon . Two of them died protecting her.

“It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task…”

All of continue to “commence”, to part, to change… each a big bang, an ascension that changes us…

1.) Cool off so you can see.
2.) Remember the practices that you received from those we do not see anymore.
3.) Take the memory, take the blessing of that shared life, take the practices…. out into the world.

Jesus says: “you will be my witnesses, in Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria, and even to the ends of
the earth.” But he also says: “I am with you always, even unto the end of the age.”

Jesus has gone up and in and out and through, and we are to do the same… Commencement time for
us all. So we practice what we have learned and let us be drawn into the quiet center, that we may,
dedicated to the unfinished work., go out and draw the circle wider…
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