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10 days ago was the greatest unnoticed festival of the Christian church – The Ascension

not easy to get our heads around

· many say, “So what difference does that make to life here?”

· it smacks too much of victory, crowning and majesty for our post-modern likings

We as preachers don’t like to preach on it

So I cheated last Sunday and hung my message on some points from Henri Nouwen 
  – three invitations

First being: To move from the priority of activism to the priority of attentiveness

Not my best sermon I didn’t think, but someone was listening

“It is all very well this attentiveness and waiting, but it was while people were being passive that millions of people were murdered in the gas chambers in WW2”

· well, there is quite a challenge here to contemplatives who think that this personal prayer journey/thing is all they have to do

Three things in response to this:

1. Thank you – that there are people out there like you who are the conscience of the church

2. Attentiveness is not passivity

3. Pentecost is the fruit of attentive waiting

1.  My challenger is right

We live in a world where:

· half of the 6 billion people live on less that $2 a day (£449/annum)

· over 22,000 children each day die of preventable diseases – usually before the age of five
· our demand for low priced clothes, food and other products enslaves people we cannot see 

· our over consumption of resources is damaging the eco-structure of creation, making us question what we will leave to our grandchildren and great-grandchildren

“I don’t come to church to hear this sort of thing!” said one man after a Carol Service

· no there’s nothing in the Christmas story about the death of innocent children!!
· this is the world of the Bible, that is not content with a personal spirituality at the expense of public and global responsibilities

2.  Attentiveness is not passivity 

(or rather, true attentiveness is not passivity)

Attentiveness is not the same as what we often term watching where there is little real commitment to what is happening (even to a football team, unless you own it)
· to be attentive to another person, is the only basis of a mature relationship – because it demands true listening

One of the main criticisms of so-called contemplation in an essay by Ken Leech:
· is that it takes us out of the real world, out of the equation, out from life, so that oppressors and exploiters can get on with doing their worst without our interference

· he says we actually become an aid to evil because it can do its thing unhindered – while we find ‘inner peace’

· church services can provide the same dynamic – we call it escapism

Rather, he says, we withdraw and retreat in silence not to get away from the world

· but in order to see better, hear better what is really going on

· to see what we are blind to when it is business as usual (Monday to Friday, 9 to 5)

· it is only in the silence of attentiveness that we can usually recognise this

So the disciples wait 40 days from the Resurrection until the Ascension 

Why 40 days?

· they would know this number . . . 

· preparation (in years) to enter the Promised Land

· Rain and waiting with Noah, Moses on the mountain twice, Goliath with David, Elijah, Jonah, 

· preparation for the start of Jesus’ ministry 

· now at the start of the disciples ministry

Each time major change came following the ‘retreat’
‘Patient Attentiveness’ Rowan William’s phrase

3.  The Festival of Pentecost

After all the waiting, and because of all the waiting – God does the miracle!

As modern and scientific people we are rather coy about the talk of miracles

· why would God suspend the laws of nature and suddenly do something different/odd?

· why would God start moving goal posts?  God would be a strange inconsistent God

A better definition?

“Miracles are exhibits of God’s power beyond our expectations”

· we thought all was lost – but God surprised us
· we though we’d never get over it – but God surprised us
· we thought the majority of people we live among were right after all, so drink, consume, be merry and die – but God surprised us
The miracle was seen in their animated conversations with strangers

· a weird list of country names – what would our list be in the UK?

· Poles, Pakistanis, Somalis, Latvians, Swedes, Philippinos, South Indians, Chinese, Brazilians

· they spoke of the deeds of God they’d seen in Jesus – what are they?
· the poor are given Good News             From Luke 4
prisoners and slaves are released
blind people can see
oppressed are set free
and Jubilee is announced (cancellation of debts and the redistribution of land)
Peter preaches and quotes the prophet Joel

· who preaches hope to a people who had lost their way

· who had depended on the power of kings and the military

· who allowed a small elite to gather to themselves riches and abundance

· who destroyed the poor, taking their land and ignoring widows, orphans and immigrants

· but who now preached that after their suffering from this binging and abundance that God would restore them – and it happens here in Jesus and Pentecost

· they share what they had – Jubilee – quite a challenge

God’s power is released in the interaction between people (it is not impersonal power)

Whenever and wherever there is good, wholesome, and generous relating between (any) people

· strategies and working papers cannot give you that

· good ideas are only good ideas outside of patient attentiveness followed up by generous relating, especially with strangers

· plans don’t change anything – but love does, as this is where God resides

Trinity is on the relating of the three persons of the Godhead

· God is not love as a static person

· but in the love that flows between Father, Son and Holy Spirit
Prayer

God, who inhabits our world and our lives
even when we do not realise, or see, or sense you.

At Pentecost your power of love was known
beyond expectations.

Gives us times to wait and be attentive – to you and the world
give us opportunities to meet with others, known and unknown,
in good, wholesome, and generous relationships,
that between us we would see the power of your love
beyond our expectations,

So that poor can have justice
the enslaved go free
and the excluded brought in.  Amen
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