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A Homily by                “Why Are We Looking Up?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham      Seventh Sunday of Easter

June 5, 2011
Acts 1:6-14

John 17:1-11

I heard a story this week about Grampa Love told by his granddaughter Valerie Cade.1

She recalls two important pieces of good advice from him. He said: “Whenever you hug

someone, always be the last one to let go. Then Honey-bunny you will be all right.” And

he told her that when a friend or visitor left her that she was always to stand outside

waving to them until they were far out of sight. “You wouldn’t want them to turn around

and see that you have already gone. So just stand there watching them go and wave,” he

said, “And then you will be all right, Honey-bunny.”

Grampa Love was always checking in with his family asking how they were doing.

One day Valerie asked Grampa Love how his day was. He said: “I’m glad you asked.”

He asked her if she remembered his advice about always waving to people. And she said

she did. He said: “Well Honey-bunny, I had a really good day. Today was my day to take

Jacob his meals on wheels. You know he always looks forward to my visits. He is nearly

90 and doesn’t have many friends left alive. So I enjoy chatting him up, Honey-bunny.

You know how I am. Well, they have made his street three lanes, and who knows who is

supposed to drive in that centre lane? I had to park in the street. And as I got out of the

car and went around to the other side to get Jacob’s meal – you know I don’t move as

quickly as I used to – well as I was opening the back door a truck pulled up behind me

and HONK HONK the guy behind the wheel really laid on the horn. I stopped and just

turned around and waved and smiled. Then I started up the walk to Jacob’s house – and I

wasn’t in any hurry, because I didn’t want to fall again and I sure didn’t want to drop

Jacob’s meal – he looks forward to it so much. Well, half way down the sidewalk –

HONK HONK – I hear that horn again. So I just turn around and wave and smile, don’t

you know. I got to the door and rang the bell. It took some time for Jacob to get to the
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door and even more time to open it wide enough for me to get in with his meal. And

twice we heard HONK HONK from the street. Well, you know what we did? We just

waved to the driver and smiled. I didn’t stay too long cuz I didn’t want Jacob’s meal to be

stone cold. I asked Jacob if he would be all right until Friday like I always do. He said he

would. As I opened Jacob’s door to leave we hear that HONK HONK again. So we both

just waved and smiled. I made my way out to the truck and motioned for the driver to roll

down his window. Before he had a chance to speak, I told him that I thought he needed a

cup of coffee – and I thought to myself: ‘What he needs is DECAF!’ – and said I would

be right back and move my car. So I walked over to the coffee stand and got two cups of

coffee – one regular and one decaf. Well, as I was making my way back to his truck, I

heard that HONK HONK again, and I don’t know why, but it startled me and I spilled

most of the decaf. So I gave the regular coffee to the driver. Then I walked back to my

car, but before I got in I turned around and waved and smiled at the driver one last time.

He looked a little puzzled but I think he surprised himself by waving and smiling back to

me. I pulled away – and, you know what Honey-bunny? – he was still waving.”

Grampa Love some years later, and, at his funeral, a man came up to Valerie and gave

his condolences. He told her that she did not know him, but that he knew her grandfather,

and he would tell her how later. At the reception the man told her that her grandfather

gave him a cup of coffee one day when he was in a rush and was far too impatient to get

where he was going. That cup of coffee and watching her grandfather wave with such

patience and love made him stop and rethink what he was doing and where he was going

in his life. You see, he was on his way to sign his divorce papers. Then he introduced his

wife to Valerie. He said that Grampa Love had saved his marriage.

So why are we looking up? Last month we witnessed the last mission of the Shuttle

Endeavour was launched at Kennedy Space Center in Florida – it landed safely this week.

Family members and spectators watched the sky long after the spectacular show of the

rocket blast and the contrail of the space shuttle had faded. Haven’t we all stood at the
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window in the airport and watched a plane pull away from the jet-way and taxi out and

eventually take off and head into the clouds? How often have we stood in the street

looking up the road where a loved one just drove away? Perhaps it was a brother or sister

we may not see for months or a year. Maybe it was a child who drove off to university.

Jim often has to wrap his arms around me and drag me back in the house.

We are just like Grampa Love; we stand looking up the road or into the sky. We are

just like the disciples; the disciples were just like us. The disciples stood looking where

Jesus has gone. There were no witnesses of the resurrection. Yes, there were plenty of

witnesses to his presence back with them. Jesus had come back to his followers and had

spent 40 days – from Easter to when he ascended – with the disciples teaching them more

about the Kingdom of God. They trusted that he had been resurrected by God, but they

did not see it for themselves. We did not see the resurrection; none of Jesus’s followers;

no one saw the Lord raised from the dead. But they experienced – and we experience –

Jesus’s presence and his teachings after the resurrection. So at his Ascension, it was

natural that the disciples would watch as he ascended, and they would continue until he

was completely out of sight. They probably were waving. We would do the same.

Just before he left them, Jesus once again assured them that they would receive power

from the Holy Spirit to fulfill the work he had begun with them. With the help of the

Holy Spirit Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew

and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James, the

women disciples and Mary his mother, and his brothers were to be Jesus’s witnesses, to

take his message and to teach about the Kingdom of God in Jerusalem, in all Judea and

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.

Then they had to wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit that would usher in the new

era – to spread the good news to the ends of the earth – to all the world. It was time to

restore the kingdom. The time for the building of the church in Jerusalem – and then to

all Judea and even Samaria and then to the ends of the earth – the time for building the
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church was upon them.

Well, my friends, the time for rebuilding the church is now. And where might we

start? In Jerusalem? In Judea? In Samaria? In Calgary? Do we begin with people of our

generation – people who might be most receptive to our traditions? Where do we begin?

Will it further the kingdom if we reach only those who think like us?  Does rebuilding the

church include making the church relevant to the next generation? If we do not appeal to

the next generation are we really building the Kingdom of God? Jesus told the disciples

that they were to spread the word, they were to witness to Jesus’s life and work to all

people and that included the next generation. The Alban Institute calls young people 18-

29 the Millennial generation.2 And the Millennials have a higher proportion of religiously

unaffiliated members than other generations. To rebuild the church I believe that we must

establish a connection with this generation to our local religious communities.

What is the next generation looking for in church? Well, from all I have read and

heard and experienced, traditional programs, denominational orthodoxy, doctrinal purity,

and traditional institutional membership are neither appealing nor important to them.

Church as a community that encourages responsibility for social justice activism is both

appealing and important to them. Social outreach is relevant to them. I think that the

church does outreach well, really well – serving others and accomplishing the Kingdom

of God here on earth. Interviews with Millenials has established that they value social

justice that goes beyond simply doing good works and accomplishes systemic change –

which sounds like making the Kingdom of God real in this world to me; 2) they value

social justice that is non-judgmental – a live and let live attitude – which rings of giving

to Ceasar what is Caesar’s to me, and 3) they value social justice that is respectful of

ethnic and religious diversity and strong interfaith relations – which speaks to me of there

being no Jew nor Gentile, but only one people of God. What else are Millennials looking

for?
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They – and I think we – want a church:

• that is an “oasis in a sea of noise,” a safe but challenging place of mutual concern;
• that is a diverse community that broadens their worldview and circle of concern;
• that is a place for critical thinking;
• that is a place of creativity, open to the arts; and
• that is a place to recharge and rekindle hope in the face of overwhelming odds.

What the Millenials want seems to mirror what we traditional Anglicans want. We

want to carry on the work of the disciples. We want to build – rebuild if you will – the

church that we love. So where do we start? My sisters and brothers, we begin with the

teachings of Jesus, just as the disciples did.

In John’s Gospel narrative Jesus looked up to Heaven and prayed to his Father – to

God. He prayed for his disciples, his followers and he prayed for all who would come to

believe through them. He prayed for us and for all those who will come to believe

through us. In his prayer he summarized all the significant events of his life. He claimed

his authority that came from God who sent him into the world – to us. He prayed for

them and for us for they and we would be persecuted for believing in him. But as the

Father had sent him, so he sent the disciples – and through them the message of being

sent has come to us – to all the ends of the earth to go out to all people.

The disciples stood for a long time looking up to Heaven. But eventually they had to

look ahead, because their ministry was not up there (motioning up) out there – in front of

them – their ministry stretched to the ends of the earth. Ours does as well. We must not

look up – with our heads in the clouds – rather we must look to the future of the church

that lies ahead of us and to new generations of God’s people who want the church of the

future that lies ahead of them and us.

                                                  
1  I met Valerie Cade and heard this story May 31, 2011, at a clericus seminar on
Bullying in the workplace.
2 Passim: Alban Institute web publication, May 2011. http://www.alban.org “Doing Church and Doing
Justice: A Portrait of Millennials at Middle Church.” a Public Religion Research Institute paper.
http://www.publicreligion.org.


