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Ascension of the Lord – Year B
“What’s Next?”

Acts 1:1-11
Ephesians 1:15-23

Luke 24:44-53

There is a majestic mural that depicts the Ascension of the Lord high on the wall over

the doors of my former home church in New Orleans. On the occasion of his visitation to

the parish on Palm Sunday 2005, the Bishop called attention to the painting of our Lord

being lifted into heaven, with Jesus’s arms held high as he ascended into the clouds. In

talking with the Bishop after service that Sunday he told Jim and me that he knew that we

were being trained in good liturgical practices, but in New Orleans, Jesus is up there on

the wall was saying “What’s next?” Was the Bishop being prophetic about the future of

Grace Church on Canal Street in New Orleans that would be inundated with 5 feet of

flood waters in less than 6 months? No, surely the Bishop simply meant that things were

more casual there in the town of “Laissez faire.” I wondered if God might be more

approachable in a more comfortable setting for worship, or are our more formal worship

practices more pleasing to God? As Paul instructed in his letter to the people of Ephesus,

God may be revealed to us through worship that is pleasing to God, yes, but we must

have a means that inspires us to get to know God better. We have a glorious inheritance

from those who have gone before us who have given us our traditions that continue to

reveal God’s likeness to us. And we do experience Jesus’s presence and ministry among

us in our beautiful Anglican liturgy. There is much to commend our manner of worship,

our comfortable Anglican thumps, as I like to call them. We are comfortable surrounded

by beautiful linens and hangings and vessels with our worship leaders wearing St.

Andrew’s blue with God light streaming into the sanctuary. God is revealed to us through

our manner of worship in hymns, in prayers, and most especially in the sacraments, but

also in the work we do in the world in God’s name.
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However, it is the tradition of some believers to proclaim the Gospel – and their

interpretation of it – to the world primarily outdoors. While in the US last week my

husband Jim and I spent an afternoon in Colonial Williamsburg. It is a step into the past

of three centuries ago. Everything on Duke of Glouchester Street is period – from the

cobblestones underfoot to the colonial dress and speech of those who reenact history. I

was surprised to see street preachers in that historic place. But I was even more

astonished that they were publicly misquoting the Bible and sharing their fundamentalist

views on the Bible and their narrow interpretation of the role of women in particular. Jim

thought that he was going to have to restrain me from correcting them because they were

claiming what Jesus said in Revelations (yes they used the plural). Indeed, the historical

Jesus is not a character who speaks in the Revelation (singular) to John, the prophesy of a

fellow believer who wrote around the end of the 1st century or the beginning of the 2nd

century. Obviously, this is not John of the 12 Apostles, not the author of the Gospel of

John, and certainly not a contemporary of Jesus. I could have been vocal about the

contradictions the street preachers’ teachings. But, actually, there was a group of quiet

women protesters who very effectively were countering with their silence and their

posters which read “Jesus loves all people, even the misguided loud-mouth with the

megaphone.” These young women were doing quite well without my interference, so I

just stood there and looked up towards heaven knowing that both groups, in their own

ways, were expressing the God that they know.

We heard in the reading from the Acts of the Apostles, that we are called to be

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. Do we not

do that though our worship of God? How we do that is as varied as anything could

possibly be. We Anglicans tend to reenact the Eucharist as our primary form of worship

in very formal ways in some settings and in simple table feedings in others. All these

forms of worship are valid and appropriate. But are we supposed to witness on the street
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corners? Are we called to witness, to preach to all the nations by parading around the

streets?

The three days that immediately precede Ascension traditionally were called Rogation

Days. Last Sunday in the BCP was Rogation Sunday. Rogare in Latin means “to ask,”

and the reading in the BCP last Sunday was “Ask and ye shall receive” [John 16:24].

Rogation Days were marked by fasting by the faithful. Farmers often had their crops

blessed by a priest at this time in the springtime. In olden times there was the ceremony

of “beating the bounds” where the minister would lead a procession – a parade – of

parishioners, churchwardens, and the choir around the boundary of the parish to pray for

protection in the forthcoming year.

You won’t see us parading about the neighbourhood on Rogation Day, or will you?

We parade into worship every Sunday and every feast day when we gather at the

beginning of services. And Palm Sunday we might parade outdoors – snow permitting –

or indoors around the nave of the church itself. In our Jazz Vespers we certainly did a

good parade as we “second-lined” in the church.

And what about our manner of dress? Here I am –robed in white –looking up to

heaven wondering where Jesus has gone! Are we really wondering where he might have

gone and when he will return? I cannot speak for you, but sometimes I wonder. And is it

not the Lord who is robed in majesty and girded with strength. I believe that clergy dress

this way to reveal the Lord’s majesty and strength to the world, even if we do not have all

the answers, particularly about when he will return. We are all called to be witnesses of

what we know to be true: that Jesus encountered hostility, taught and healed, suffered and

died, and that Jesus ascended into heaven to exercise royal power” (New Interpreter’s

Study Bible, p. 1903). And we also are promised that there is a bridge between the

ministry of Jesus and the mission of the church and it is the Holy Spirit that crosses over

the gap between Jesus who has ascended and us, his followers.
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We are clothed with that same power from on high, whether we wear white vestments

or not. I want you to take a detour as you leave the church this evening and look at the

poster in my window of my office. It is important for me, nearly on the eve of my

ordination to the priesthood, to remind you that, although I will be set apart for priestly

duties, it is all of us who are called to be witnesses of Jesus’s saving work. And it is all of

us who are called to spread the word to the ends of the earth. We need not stand looking

up to heaven into the clouds wondering. We need not fear “What’s next?” If the street

preachers in Williamsburg were Anglicans they would know not be as fearful of the

second coming and the end of the world for they would trust that God will triumph. My

brothers and sisters, we have reason for great joy. Jesus ascended to God the Father in

heaven so that he could send us the Holy Spirit to guide us in witnessing to the world.

As we wait in patience for God to reveal himself to us more fully, may we through the

inspiration of the Holy Spirit continue to worship God the Father and offer praise to our

Lord Jesus Christ who has ascended and now sits at God’s right hand. And may our

worship nourish us so that we can be faithful witnesses of what we believe to the world.


