Sermon preached 5 June 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Ascension Sunday

“Widening the circle”


We’re rounding the corner of the Easter season.


Just as we did after Christmas, so now, after Easter, we sum up.


We still have one Sunday to go --- Pentecost;   but Ascension Sunday goes a long way towards exploring the most familiar explanations early Christians came up with of why they stuck together, and why they just could not settle down and be good Jews any longer:   The universal significance of Jesus.


Elevating him on a cloud was one way. 
          Clapping their hands and celebrating God’s work in Jesus was another, using Psalm 42 because they were familiar with it from olden times.  
          Complimenting and encouraging one another for their Jesus-like life-style was another.  
         And, as Luke did so often, pointing to scriptural predictions that Jesus fulfilled, was still another.         


So we see ourselves teaching ourselves , in the two great festivals of Christmas and Easter, how and why we call Jesus Lord.  
 Ascension is another way of saying resurrection:   This kind of person sits in judgment on all humanity;   and this kind of person brings mercy and hope to all humanity.


I’ve always felt defensive with people who try to convince me of the universal significance of Christ.   “Let me find it my way,” I want to say.


For me, the church’s worst sin has always been pride:   Thinking we know best, or not even realizing we think that.


I have that feeling at Annual Conference:   The bishop has too much power in our system, and we make too much over ordination.   After all, everybody is a leader;  and didn’t Jesus lift up a little child as our model for authority?


We’ve got a lot to learn.   In fact, that may be our biggest usefulness:   While the world watches, we try, and fail, and try again, to live like Jesus.


Ascension, indeed!   Maybe it’s not so much that Jesus goes up, as that we go OUT.


That’s a big element in New Testament stories and sayings.   Almost in spite of itself, the church found itself in strange and awkward places:   Hauled before authorities for blasphemy;  traveling down a lonely road with an Ethiopian eunuch;   preaching --- as we heard Paul last week --- to a bunch of pagans in the marketplace.


It wasn’t so much following a plan, as being obedient.   Of course we don’t hear all the times when folks wondered if this was the right thing, ‘tho there’s enough of that in scripture to make us identify with those first Christians.   The outcome, though, is pretty much what we say it is today:   A voice within, or Christian friends, or the Bible --- something plants us, and nurtures us, picks us up and retools us;   and every now and then a wider vision shows through.

That’s the Ascension, as far as it goes.   More people catch the drift;  and we ourselves learn a little.


Jesus’ humility;  his courage;   his healing, and clear-headedness,  ring true.   I want to live up to them.


I’d love more friends.


Bigger can be better.


More important, though, it seems, as we stand around watching the Ascension, is how we live right here on the ground.

   
  And as far as that goes, it seems like the more different types of people I can listen to and treat respectfully, the better my faith serves me.

            I’m learning.  

           Be patient with me.   


Come along and widen the circle with me --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.


Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
