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7 Easter, Yr A; Acts 1: 6-14 (Absence)

Barbara Brown Taylor wrote a sermon on the Ascension, beginning it in this way:

On Sunday mornings a great division takes place among American people, as some go to church and most stay home.  Those who stay home are not taking a week off; church is simply not part of their lives.  As far as they are concerned, houses of worship are little more than pretty antiques, fussed over by wishful thinkers who do not know when to admit they are wrong and go home.  It is one of the most peculiar things twentieth-century human beings can do, to come together week after week with no intention of being useful or productive, but only of facing an ornate wall to declare things they cannot prove about a God they cannot see.

Our word for it is worship and it is hard to justify in this day and age, but those of us who do it over and over again begin to count on it.  This is how we learn where we fit.  This is how we locate ourselves between the past and the future, between our hopes and our fears, between the earth and the stars.  This is how we learn who we are and what we are supposed to be doing: by coming together to sing and to pray, to be silent and to be still, by peering into the darkness together and telling each other what we see when we do.  We may baffle our unbelieving friends and neighbors, but it cannot be helped.  Half the time we baffle ourselves, proclaiming good news when the news is so bad, trusting the light when the sky is so dark, continuing to wait on the savior in our midst when all the evidence suggests that he packed up and left a long, long time ago.

Last week we observed Ascension Day on Thursday, June 2nd.  In keeping with the chronology of the book of Acts, it is celebrated forty days following Easter.  Since Easter is always on Sunday, Ascension is always on Thursday.  Our observance at St Paul’s was pretty low key.  At Morning Prayer, we used the lessons and collect appointed for Ascension Day.  Even the collect has a wistful sense to it:  “Almighty God, whose blessed Son our Savior Jesus Christ ascended far above all heavens that he might fill all things:  Mercifully give us faith to perceive that, according to his promise, he abides with his Church on earth, even to the end of the ages . . .”

And while our observance was low key, it was more than most.  Ascension has been described as the most forgotten feast day of the church year.  There is some lectionary-based evidence to support this.  The RC church, according to Reginald Fuller, permits the transference of Ascension to the following Sunday.  Which would be today.  And our own lectionary includes  the story of the Ascension on this 7th Sunday of Easter.  Just in case we missed church on Thursday.

In Fuller’s book, Preaching the Lectionary,
 he notes that the 40 day period is only referenced in Acts, which he considers to be symbolic of a long period of time.  Like the 40 days and nights of the flood, the 40 years in the wilderness, and the 40 days of Jesus’ temptation.  There are differences between the book of Acts and the gospel accounts as well.  Matthew and John make no reference to the Ascension. Mark’s longer ending places it immediately after Jesus’ appearance to the 11 disciples. Luke has the Ascension on Easter Sunday evening, or the following day at the latest.  This is curious, because Luke is also the author of the book of Acts.  It is as though Luke was preserving two different traditions.

We speak often of the Ascension in our liturgy, but as a feast day it doesn’t compare with the Incarnation celebration at Christmas, the Resurrection celebration at Easter, or the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  It is the day that the risen Lord became absent.  Never mind that it was essential, that rationally we understand the necessity of the Ascension.  The necessity that Jesus’ body not remain on this earth.  If his body had remained, who would believe that he hadn’t really died?  No, the bodily Ascension was necessary.

Luke tells us, at the end of his gospel, that Jesus blessed the disciples and was carried up into heaven.  And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.  But they undoubtedly expected Jesus to return quickly.  Our situation is different.  We, as a faith community, have been waiting over 2000 years.  And few of us have any real expectation that we, our children, or our children’s children will witness the second coming of Christ.

Taylor, in her preaching, says, “Sometimes I think absence is underrated.  It is not nothing, after all.  It is something: a heightened awareness, a sharpened appetite, a finer perception.”  She gave an example from her own life, being absent from her husband for a couple of months.  She spoke of Ed’s love of eagles and hawks.  It would drive her crazy when he would be looking up into the sky while driving around their neck of the woods in Georgia.  Searching for birds of prey, distinguishing one from another, and weaving on the highway as he looked.  “Keep your eyes on the road!” she’d tell him.  “I’ll buy you a bird book.  Watch where you are going.”

When she and Ed were apart, she thought she would be done with hawks for a while.  But instead, she began to see them everywhere.  Spiraling in thermals, perched on the top of trees.  Seeing them in a way she had not seen them before.  Because she was seeing them with Ed’s eyes, not her own.  In his absence, she was seeing them for Ed.  He was not physically present, but he was present in her.

I suspect we have all had a similar experience – finding ourselves changed by a loved one, seeing the world through their eyes and ours.  And we have all experienced the ache associated with absence.  For those who are temporarily away from us, and for those who have died.  As Christians we are people of hope, anticipating the restoration of relationship with all our loved ones. Still, the sadness, the ache remains, even while their presence remains with us.  As Brown writes, “Absence is the arm flung across the bed in the middle of the night, the empty space where a beloved sleeper once lay.  Absence is the child’s room now empty and hung with silence and dust.  Absence is the overgrown lot where the old house once stood, the house in which people laughed and thought their happiness would last forever.”
It seems altogether fitting to talk about absence on this first Sunday after Fr Michael’s departure.  For there is sadness, and there is the question of “what now?”  The answer, I think, is expressed in our Scripture for today.  Not that Michael was Jesus Christ, mind you.  But he was a devoted ambassador for Christ, as you all know.  In our Scripture we hear of two men in white robes, standing by the disciples.  Saying, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?”  We might make that read, “Looking toward Osprey Florida.”

So what did the disciples do?  They came together and devoted themselves to prayer.  And not just the disciples, but others too.  They prayed with Mary, Jesus’ mother, and with his brothers.

Taylor writes, “No one standing around watching them that day could have guessed what an astounding thing happened when they all stopped looking into the sky and looked at each other instead . . . With nothing but a promise and a prayer, those eleven people consented to become the church and nothing was ever the same again, beginning with them.  The followers became leaders, the listeners became preachers, the converts became missionaries, the healed became healers.  The disciples became apostles, witnesses of the risen Lord by the power of the Holy Spirit, and nothing was ever the same again.

That probably was not the way they would have planned it.  If they had had it their way, they would probably have tied Jesus up so that he could not have gotten away from them, so that they would have known where to find him and rely on him forever.  Only that is not how it happened.  He went away – he was taken away – and they stood looking up toward heaven.  Then they stopped looking up toward heaven, looked at each other instead, and got on with the business of being the church.

And once they did that, surprising things began to happen.  They began to say things that sounded like him, and they began to do things they had never seen anyone but him do before.  They became brave and capable and wise.  Whenever two or three of them got together it was always as if there were someone else in the room with them whom they could not see – the strong, abiding presence of the absent one, as available to them as bread and wine, as familiar to them as each other’s faces.  It was almost as if he had not ascended but exploded, so that all the holiness that was once concentrated in him alone flew everywhere, flew far and wide, so that the seeds of heaven were sown in all the fields of the earth.

So what is the future of youth ministry here at St Paul’s?  Without a doubt it will be different than it was before.  Just as Fr Michael’s ministry was different from that of Jacob Smith or Nick Lannon.  Also, without a doubt, it will be a challenge.  The loss of a full-time ordained youth minister will be evident to us all.  So where are we to look, for our new chapter of life at St Paul’s?

As with the disciples, we are called to look to each other.  And to pray.  To pray for ways in which we -- not others but we ourselves -- might best assist our youth in their ministry for Christ.  Remembering that true prayer results in surrender, and surrender brings life in abundance.
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