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Thursday, just gone, is the greatest unnoticed festival of the church in the West

· The Ascension of Jesus

· Not an easy festival for us to get our heads round

· Easy to say, “Jesus ascended back to the Father – so what – what difference does that make to my life today?”

· The tradition of the church over the centuries has tended to make it into a festival of Jesus’ glory and power (in a way that Jesus did not exercise glory and power?)
I want to hang what I have to say on three invitations that Henri Nouwen believes are crucial to the spiritual life – from his book: ‘In the Name of Jesus’ Reflections on Christian Leadership
1st INVITATION
To move from the priority of Activism to the priority of Attentiveness

Acts 1.6  The disciples ask Jesus:  “Lord is this the time when you will return the kingdom to Israel?”

· ‘Lord, now will you do your miracle?’

· Can you hear the echoes of the first temptation: “If you are the Son of God command these stones to become bread”

One of the great temptations in ministry is to get on and do something – we are all called to ministry
we are told that there is an urgency that must not be ignored

· demonstrate that you are not a waste of space 

All our adverts for new church ministers reinforce this attitude - looking for supermen and women (archangel Gabriel) 
You have heard it said, “Don’t just sit there do something!”

One of our Bishops has said the opposite, “Don’t just do something, sit there!”    
· yet we as church leaders and members often take the bait to get on and do something
· the disciples had waited 40 days on ‘retreat’ since the resurrection (cf Lent) and still had to wait another 10 days
In these days of apparent church decline (or at least stagnation) two of the main sufferings experienced by church leaders are: low self-esteem and long-term weariness
· many (most?) clergy see themselves as having very little impact

· even though they are busy, it does not seem to lead to much fruit

“Why haven’t you turned stones into bread, empty churches into full churches, and unbelievers into believers?”  “Lord is this the time when you will do what we want?”
The invitation of Jesus here is to turn from our knee-jerk activity to attentiveness to him – (wait in Jerusalem)
“We don’t live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”

Sadly in our driven culture, we as the church have come to feel that if only we have a few more skilled hands at the pump and a bit more commitment from our other church members then we could turn things around
· but then, we will have become like any other human organisation, making things happen by sheer human energy, busyness and wilfulness
· what ever happened to ‘the words that come from the mouth of God’
· we have got to the point where we somehow feel it is all up to us – but actually it is all up to God

2nd INVITATION
To move from Heroes to Servants 
It has been pointed out that if Jesus had remained bodily here on earth that we would have made a hero of him (by now: made a logo, teeshirt, bumper sticker, marketing campaign)
Jesus (almost) aggressively avoided cult of the hero and celebrity status

· When he performed a miracle said – “Don’t tell anyone!”

· On meeting Mary at the tomb – “Do not cling to me!”

· With two disciples in road to Emmaus account – he disappeared as soon as they recognised him

Tempter took Jesus to the top of the temple:  “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down and, “as it is written”, the angels will come and bear you up”

Temptation to heroism – “everyone will follow you then”
The 2nd temptation in the church is to be spectacular, dramatic, and exciting – so that others can look on and wonder, (and come and join)
· We look for heroes to relive us of our own sense of anxiety and fear of loss

· Barak Obama, new vicar, MP, head teacher, boss at work

· ‘They will make it OK and stop it all falling apart’

· Earnest Becker in his book ‘The Denial of Death’ says it is as if we are haunted by a sense of death that accompanies us through life

· we want to do something significant to overcome this sense of decay
· this is most enticing for the church leader

· and for the church congregation

e.g. “Do you remember the vicar who came and . . . . ?”  
      “Do you remember what happened after they left?” - it all fell apart

the seeds of failure are sown during their heroic rise

But none of us are not superwomen or supermen – we are jars of clay with feet of lead
in which there is not a hero - but there is something ever-so precious, the life and love of God
True leadership is about ministry (service) – it is not about how we look, perform, or whether we are highly regarded or not
INVITATION 3.  
To move from Leading (others) to being Led (yourself)
If Jesus had not left his disciples behind they would always have been on the script, “Lord is this the time . .” along with “Can we sit at your right and left-hand side?”

· The questions of power, status and position

The third temptation for the disciple, the church, and the church leader is to be powerful by selling our soul

The Devil leads Jesus to a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the world in all their splendour:  “All this I will give you, if you fall down and worship me”

From what I have researched, among the main reasons why people have given up on the church during recent decades has often been to do with issues of power

We have to ask: “Why is it that we are so attracted to power?” 
(not just ministers, but churches and church members too)
· It is as if it offers us an easy substitute for the hard task of love – attentiveness

· it seems it is easier to be God than love God, Nouwen says

· and easier to control people than love people

John O’Donohue in his book Anam Cara, A Book of Celtic Wisdom, says, 

· “Many people who are desperately hungry for power are actually weak.  They seek powerful positions to compensate for their own fragility and vulnerability.  A weak person in power can never be a generous with power.”

· This is true of all of life – from the local church to the dictator of Lybia
· Also, he says that you can only safely give power to those who don’t need it

Henri Nouwen says that here we touch the most important quality of Christian leadership for the future

· what we need as the church faces the future is not a leadership of power and control
· but a leadership of powerlessness and humility in which the suffering servant of God, Jesus Christ, is made manifest

· these are not spineless people, but those who know that:
   their life starts in the love of God, 
   continues in the love of God, 
   and will end in the love of God.

· ironically, this is true power, because no-one can take it from you

Let me end by telling you a story: 
A journalist wanted to interview an old South American Indian chief.  The chief agreed, on the condition that they could have sometime together beforehand.  The journalist presumed that they would meet and have a normal conversation.  

Instead, the chief took him aside and looked directly into his eyes in silence for a long time.  Initially, this terrified the journalist, he felt like his life was totally exposed to the gaze and silence of this stranger.  After a while the journalist began to deepen his own gaze.  Each continued this silent gazing for more than two hours.  After this time it seemed as if they had known each other all their lives.  There was no longer any need for an interview.                  (from John O’Donohue)
Usually it seems as if we want to interview, examine and study God, but not wait and look into God’s eyes for God
· this silence and gazing is needed between all people on a journey of love

· and this is why Jesus was here in the wilderness – and the disciples after the resurrection 

Unless we do this, we will continually give in to these major temptations (as church leaders or congregations) – to do, to impress, and to power
and miss the invitation if the ascended Jesus

to wait

to be a servant as Jesus always was – and not a hero

and to be led by the Spirit – and retrain our own sense of self-important
Prayer

Risen and ascended Christ
who left us to trust your Spirit amongst us.
help us, like Jesus, not to take the easy route
and escape the difficult journey
of loving
of waiting
and of trusting 
that you will do your work through us.  
Amen.

