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On Thursday we joyfully celebrated Jesus’ Ascension into heaven with a wonderful
mass presided over by Bishop Allen Shin at which he confirmed 4 candidates and 
received 4 others into the communion of the Episcopal Church.  I love 
Ascensiontide because we get to sing some of my favorite hymns. We sang 
“Crown him with many Crowns” with gusto on Thursday. We began this service 
with “Hail the day that sees him rise” and at the offertory we shall sing “Alleluia, 
sing to Jesus.”  Hymnody is an important part of our worship as Christians. Hymns
are a vehicle through which we sing our theology. The Ascension hymns certainly 
make clear several things about this feast. One is that Jesus ascended into heaven: 
that Jesus was no longer with the disciples in his post-resurrection body; he was 
with God. The second thing that is expressed is that Jesus is at God’s right hand. In
a few moments time in the baptismal creed, the Apostles’ Creed, we shall state: 
“He ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the Father.”  The 
metaphor of thrones and kingdoms may not mean much to us these days but you 
get the message: where God’s power and authority are there Jesus shares in them. 
“At God’s Right Hand” is such a place.  But I was reminded of an important 
insight into the Ascension by the Bishop’s sermon on Thursday. Now I am a great 
admirer of bishops as a good Episcopalian but they are not always good preachers. 
However Bishop Shin made a very important insight into the Ascension when he 
said that “the Ascension completes the Incarnation”. What he meant was that as 
God become human in the person and work of Jesus Christ so in his Ascension 
Jesus carries that humanity, our humanity, into heaven. In other words the 
Ascension makes possible that final link in the reconciliation between God and 
humankind: Jesus opens up the path for us to heaven itself. On Thursday as we 
sang “Alleluia sing to Jesus” as we will do again today those lines in the third and 
fourth verses came to life for me: “Intercessor, friend of sinners, earth’s Redeemer, 
plead for me” and “thou within the veil has entered, robed in flesh, our great High 



Priest.” Jesus who became fully human in his Incarnation; who lived and died for 
us; whom God raised from the dead; now has ascended into heaven where he 
stands before and with God bearing our humanity as Intercessor, Friend of sinners, 
our Great High Priest; the one who knows us and therefore is able to pray for us 
and plead for us before the throne of God.  This theology of Christ’s high 
priesthood is especially set forth in the Epistle to the Hebrews.

That is a sort of recap of Thursday’s celebration. But the lessons for today have 
shifted focus even as we continue to keep Ascension.  All three readings focus on 
the disciples of Jesus, those who are left behind at the Ascension, and by 
association we ourselves. The reading from Acts speaks of the crisis following the 
death of Judas, the traitor, and the naming of a replacement. The reading from First
John speaks of the fundamental testimony for the Christian that “God gave us 
eternal life, and this life is in his Son.”  And the Gospel is taken from Jesus’ so 
called High Priestly Prayer in John’s Gospel, where Jesus explicitly prays for the 
disciples present and future.

Each reading has something to say to us and to the church today. The first is God 
does not abandon his church! Some of the media had a field day this week 
following the release of the Pew report on church going numbers in the United 
States and their continuing decline and the increase of secularism, atheism and 
agnosticism.  In one sense this is not news. This decline since the high point of 
churchgoing in the Christian West in the 1950s has been going on at a faster rate in 
places like Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom for the past 30 years or so. 
Because of the different religious makeup of this country the rate has been slower 
but is now beginning to pick up. It is across the board for all the mainline 
denominations including Roman Catholicism.  While taking it seriously we ought 
not to be unduly alarmed.  Being big does not necessarily have much to do with 
being holy!  We are called to be God’s holy people, God’s faithful people, not 
God’s big, rich and powerful people!  And even more than that we need to be 
reminded that God is ever faithful to his faithful people. When I was ordained 
priest in 1972 my Archbishop wrote in Greek in my ordination Bible a text from 1 
Thessalonians 5:24: “The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.”  Back 
to the first reading where the immediate crisis was the loss of Judas, one of the 
Twelve, that is, one of Jesus’ hand-picked leadership team. Judas betrayed Jesus; 
he literally screwed up.  These things happen even in churches today.  The Diocese 



of Maryland sadly have just had to cope with the resignation of their assistant 
Bishop. But there are other “crises” of leadership brought about by retirements and
the like. Our church is about to elect a new Presiding Bishop; this parish will soon 
be searching for a new Rector.  But as challenging as searching for new leadership 
always is, we must never forget who is in charge. God does not abandon his 
church.  Matthias was raised up as the one chosen to replace Judas, “to become a 
witness with us to his resurrection.”  The Twelve were reconstituted by God as will
be the leadership of the Episcopal Church and as will be the leadership of this 
parish. 

Father David spoke so well last Sunday of his journey from Pentecostalism to the 
Episcopal Church and of the particular insight that one’s faith does not ultimately 
depend on oneself alone, “it all depends on me” as it were, but rather that our 
personal faith is always seen within the context of the faith of the church. He spoke
of the discovery of the Book of Common Prayer, that invaluable resource of 
prayers and worship forms that helps carry us through when our own words may 
seem inadequate. But he also spoke of the importance of baptism and eucharist as 
contexts reminding us always that we are part of something so much bigger than 
ourselves and especially bigger that the seeming meagerness of our faith.  That is 
why we gather Sunday by Sunday with the community of faith to be reminded, to 
be reassured, to be inspired by, to be supported by, to be carried along with, the 
faith of the whole church. And likewise we baptize infants and adults in the context
of this gathering of faith as we do this morning, because we believe our faith only 
makes sense in the context of the faith of the whole church. Bailey may not 
remember much about today. But her faith will continue to grow and mature as she
continues to be part of the church, the Body of Christ.  This is the question being 
addressed in John’s first Letter to a church already facing opposition and 
persecution. We think we have it hard as we as a church face up to the growing 
secularism and agnosticism of our society. We know nothing compared to 
Christians in parts of the Middle East, Pakistan or Africa who today face 
opposition and persecution which fills us with alarm.  But precisely in those 
circumstances John reminds his hearers and us of the fundamental testimony which
is ours: “God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.” That is pure gift and 
no one can take that gift away from us.  It is that assurance we need as God’s 



people wherever we are and whatever circumstances we face: That God loves us, 
that God cares for us and that God calls us to Eternal Life.

And last but by no means least, the Gospel reminds that as Jesus prayed for his 
disciples while he was still with them, that they would remain faithful and united 
and protected from evil, so the Ascended Lord Jesus, our Great Intercessor and 
High Priest, continues to pray for us and his Church before God’s Throne.

As we celebrate this Ascension be assured that God is with us and his church; that 
we have received the gift of Eternal Life which no one can take away from us; and 
that Jesus, the Ascended Lord continues to pray for us that we may remain faithful,
united and free from harm. Amen


