awkward; rather, in tune with God’s hidden music, buoyed up by the submerged swell of his love.

What happened when Jesus ascended to heaven is not made entirely clear.  Such an extraordinary event is almost, by definition, un-definable.  But it was something to do with the link between Jesus of Nazareth (that is, the Jesus of history), and Jesus Christ (that is, the Christ of faith).  The link is at the same time so complex and impossible to describe that thinkers have spent nearly 2000 years trying to do so, and yet so completely self-evident as to need to elucidation at all.  In the same way, our response to the call of God to live in this world as though in His heavenly kingdom, is both an impossibly difficult task, and yet one which, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, is given to us as a gift to be done with every breath we take.  And it is a calling we must embrace, with joyful seriousness, passionate commitment and freely offered obedience.

Amen.

Seventh Sunday of Easter

(Sunday after Ascension Day)

5th June 2011, Benefice Communion
Acts 1:1-11; John 17:1-11
‘Sorry is the hardest word to say’, maintains the cliché, but ‘good bye’ comes a close second.  Any significant good bye, whether that is to another person, or the acknowledgement that a job, relationship, situation or hope has come to an end, carries with it a significant sense of loss, which often brings sadness and grief.  The finality of ‘good bye’ acknowledges the rough and raw and unexpected reality of loss.
The disciples knew all about loss, and the pain, and the baggage, which goes with it.  In their case, the baggage, at the time of the crucifixion, was largely guilt, fear and disillusionment.  But then, within hours, the rumours of Jesus’ return to life were spreading and eventually they all met with their master again.  They talked with him, touched him, shared breakfast on the beach.  A new kind of reality had emerged.  An intimacy and an intensity which far exceeded their previous existence with Jesus.  In that time we hear nothing of preaching and healing and great long journeys.  Instead we hear of intimate meals and teaching during which the disciples enjoyed Jesus’ undivided attention.  They had been so wide of the mark, now they were being given a second chance and it was so much better than first time round.  So, when they parted once again, as Jesus was received up into heaven, shouldn’t this grief and pain have been even worse than the first time round? 
Yet, St Luke tells us that Jesus was taken up to heaven ‘and they worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God.’  That’s not the response of a dejected, defeated, fallen group of people, overtaken by the physical agony of the loss of a loved one and of their life’s purpose.  Those are the actions of a transformed, hopeful, excited, purposeful, expectant, joyful group of people.  What had happened?

In short, the resurrection.  Jesus had overcome death, as he had foretold; he had revealed before the eyes, ears, hands and embraces of his disciples, that God’s power was fully present in his person and this had given them the confidence to accompany him in mind and soul and spirit in this final departure, because they now trusted without hesitation both that Jesus would return, as he had promised, and that he would send his Spirit to sustain them in his absence.  Jesus had given them that remarkable commission to be his witnesses in Jerusalem and beyond, even to the ends of the earth.  They understood now, as they never had before, that they had a mission, a job, a role in God’s plan.  No longer were they simply the followers, the supporting act for the principal actor, they were now taking on the starring roles as witnesses to God’s glory.  They were now ‘apostles’, meaning ‘those who are sent out’. 

And what’s more; this ramshackle bunch of apparent failures now truly believed that they would be equipped to do it.  They were filled with passion to live out their calling even in the face of the intense opposition which they knew all too well they would face.  It’s a calling which is just as valid to each Christian today, though the nature of the opposition one may face for one’s faith is usually impossible to foresee.  We are called to be out of tune with the world’s orchestra, swimming against the world’s wind and tide.  Not merely contrary and 

