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Acts 1:1-11; Ephesians 1:17-23; Mark 16:15-20; Psalm 47, Our God ascends to the judgment seat with shouts of joy; a blare of trumpets for our God. 


This morning, I’d like to tell you a little Mother’s Day story. Just this past week, I dreamed about my mother. Now my Mom died about 27 years ago, and you need to know that I haven’t dreamed about her very often since then. But this week I did. In the dream, my Mom seemed very real. So I woke up and while I was still very aware of the dream, I actually felt my mother hitting me on the back of the head the way she used to when she wanted to get my attention. It wasn’t  a Child Protective Services concussion-type hit, just a tap … but it was so characteristic of my mother that I was sure she had made a visitation to me in my sleep that evening. And since Mother’s Day was coming up, I figured that’s what it was about. So I said Happy Mother’s Day to my Mom, and went back to sleep, very happy.
The next morning I woke up, very excited, and I told Myles about the dream and about how sweet it was to feel my Mom tapping on my head again. And Myles told me that I was snoring like a freight train the night before, and that he had been slapping my back to get me to roll over. 


So! Why tell you this story? Because in some ways this is the way our scriptures are written. People have a very real, often inexplicable experience.  They try to make sense of it. They try to understand it. Mostly, they want to share it. So they write it down and pass it on. And the kernel of the story is absolutely true. But each person writes it and then tells it to someone else and no two stories of the exact same experience are ever the same. In some ways, when the scriptures were written, it was sort of like one big game of gossip!

Today is the Feast of the Ascension. And even in the Synoptic Gospels – which are supposed to be fairly consistent with one another --  there are three different accounts of what we have come to call The Ascension.
· In Matthew’s Gospel, something like the Ascension happens on the day after the Resurrection. Jesus gathers his apostles on a mountain, but he stops short of ascending. He commissions them to baptize all nations, but he doesn’t actually ascend in this gospel.

·  In Mark’s gospel, which we heard proclaimed today, Jesus ascends right after dinner and apparently right out of the dining room on Easter evening. He promises his apostles that great miracles will be associated with those who believe in him.
· In Luke’s gospel, Jesus ascends on Easter evening, from a spot some place outside of Bethany. He instructs the apostles to stay in the city until the Spirit comes to clothe them with great power.
· And then, wouldn’t you know it, Luke turns around and writes the Acts of the Apostles, and in that scriptural text he contradicts his own gospel by saying that Jesus ascended  not Easter evening, but  40 days after Easter, and not just from some spot outside of Bethany but specifically from the Mount of Olives.
Not unlike my dream about my mother, each of the Gospel writers had a deeply personal experience of Jesus that he wanted to share with others, the way I wanted to tell Myles my dream. I’m not suggesting that their experiences were dreams … only that their experiences were what we call ineffable – experiences that are somehow beyond human understanding, that we attempt to explain with language that will never capture the essence of what really happened. Myles could explain pretty easily what happened to me when I thought I was being visited by my Mom. But how are we, in 2018,  to explain the stories of a Jesus who rises from the dead one day and launches himself into orbit the next? 

I guess what we do is we look through the stories for what means something to us. In the end, It matters not one whit when Jesus ascended to heaven, or even if he did. It matters not one whit whether it was Easter or 40 days after Easter. It matters not one white whether he ascended from the dining room or from the Mount of Olives or from a parking lot outside of Bethany. There’s a message in the story of the Ascension for us to look for. as we leave the scripture scholars to argue among themselves as to what really happened.

And the message, I believe, is this. Jesus lived an extraordinary life. He died young. And it was an extraordinarily painful and protracted death. But he didn’t die to appease any Father God who demanded a human sacrifice as an atonement for the results of so-called original sin. No, Jesus died for the same reason that he lived -- because he chose to stick with his truth, his message, his way of be-ing in the world, even when he knew that would cost him everything, including his life. Jesus didn’t die for our sins. He died to show us how to live – honestly, prophetically, authentically, filled with God’s grace just pouring out of us. His death modeled life for us.  
Scripture calls Jesus “the Son of God.” But what I think that means for us is that Jesus was a perfect manifestation of what a person would look and act like if that man or woman were to allow God’s Being  to show through him or her. As we will say in the creed we’re about to pray in a few minutes, Jesus wanted and wants not to be adored but to be followed. He doesn’t want our worship from afar. He wants our lives to continue to be his life. 
So maybe the ascension stories are just the scripture writers’ way of wrapping their heads around the fact that Jesus had to be here on the earth for a while. Like any of us, he had to die. Stories surround his death and resurrection and ascension. But in the end, what matters is not that Jesus ascended,  but that his last words were a command to us to be constantly awake … aware … conscious … that at any moment, God’s Holy Spirit can move through us just as powerfully as She moved through Jesus. And when we are open to it, that same Spirit will always lead us to actions that bring healing, unity, and harmony, love and peace into the world … just as Jesus did.  

In the Acts of the Apostles, after Jesus ascended into heaven, the story says that  two angelic messengers dressed in white  said to the apostles, “You Galileans, why are you standing here looking up at the sky? Jesus, who has been taken from you  -- this same Jesus will return in the same way you watched him go into heaven.”  Of course, he will … every time we think or act as Jesus did, he returns. He’s never gone, maybe just not in sight – some would say he ascended, back where he came from yet always still with us. 
So thanks, Matthew, Mark and Luke, for giving us all something to think about  in the different ways you tell the same story.  

  Thanks, Jesus, for living a life that gives our lives meaning. Thanks for  understanding when we just don’t have the words to talk about you. And thanks for your patience with us as we tell our stories and we try to manifest God in our lives as beautifully as you manifested Her in yours. 
And thanks, Mama, for your visit. I still think you bopped me in the head last week, and gave me a pretty decent homily in the process.
Amen …
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