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Celebration of the Ascension — Acts 1:1-11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15-23; Luke 24:44-53

| speak to you in the name of our victorious God, who overcomes fear, division and hate with Love,
Love, Love, and defeats sorrow, loss and death with Life, Life, Life. AMEN.

Today, we celebrate Christ’s ascension into heaven, and in today’s lesson from the Book of Acts, we
hear the story of Jesus’ final holy huddle with his disciples. Jesus has died and been resurrected
and spent 40 days offering the disciples “many convincing proofs” of his resurrection and “speaking
about the kingdom of God.”

Then Jesus commands his disciples to do the one thing NO ONE - EVER —wants to do: WAIT.

Why does Jesus want them to wait? Because he knows that the disciples cannot do what they are
being called to do on their own. Jesus knows that they will be overwhelmed.

But the disciples are like, “Hey, we’ll be fine. We’ve got this totally under control. Just tell us the
timeline of how everything’s going to unfold from here, and we’ll take it from there. Trust us, we’ve
got this.”

And Jesus is probably thinking, “Yeah. Right. | spent how long — how many years telling these guys
that | was going to suffer and die and rise again? And these guys not only didn’t believe, when the
end came, they abandoned me altogether.”

In his conversation with the disciples, Jesus skips the recrimination and gently responds, “It is not
for you to know the times or periods .. .” Translation: more information is not going to help you. You
can’t manage your way out of the overwhelm that is coming your way. You may not have figured this
out yet, but you have come to the end of your resources. You. Need. Help.

Admitting that we need help is the first step of the Twelve Steps. Itis the first step to liberation.

Every hundred years or so, someone comes along and offers folks a lifeline, a new perspective,
fresh eyes to see the human condition and how to connect more deeply with God. In the 1400s, it
was Thomas 8 Kempis who offered a fresh perspective on following Jesus called The Imitation of
Christ. It the 1600s, it was John Bunyan, who wrote Pilgrim’s Progress. In the early 1900s leaning
into the mid-1900s, it was Bill W., who bore witness to us in our modern era of his experience of
salvation in what has come to be known as The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous.

From the time of Adam and Eve in the Garden, to the time of God’s chosen people wandering in the
desert, to the era of the prophets, to the present, God has said to God’s people, “This is the way;
walkinit.” (Isaiah 30:21)

Not “this is the answer,” but “this is the way.” Why? Because God is way more interested in
relationship with us than God is in some destination. Although, our destination is promised, our
destination is assured. Our destination is heaven. The only question is, “how much of heaven do we
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get to have here on earth. We pray that heaven will come here, now, in the prayer Jesus taught us to
pray .. “thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth asitis in heaven”. .. but the way we get more
of heaven on this earth, in our lives, is to walk in the Way.

As we cast about in the midst of our overwhelming season — in this world, in this country, in our lives
—there is only one thing that is going to save us. And we can’t get to that one thing unless we die to
the idea that we can save ourselves.

We are indeed drowning. It is not our imagination. We are powerless to save ourselves. We are
reminded of this every time we read the newspaper. Every time we see social media. And yet we let
our energy go to anger. ..

Let’s face it, there are lots of things to be justifiably angry about, but to say there, in anger, is death.
To stay there is powerlessness. To stay there, really, is that what we want to do?

Admitting that we are powerless is the first step to new life. But, we avoid that at all costs. Our egos
are incredibly active and imaginative. Our egos are busy, busy, busy, coming up with lots of
“solutions” for us, lots of apparent life-rings that turn out to be cement blocks.

Richard Rohr, a deeply spiritual man wrote a book on the Twelve Steps. It’s called Breathing Under
Water.” For all of us who feel like we’re under water, Rohr throws us a real lifeline, a lifeline that, to
our ego, may not seem helpful.

Rohr says, “We are all spiritually powerless, however, not just those who are physically addicted to
a substance. .. Alcoholics simply have their powerlessness visible for all to see. The rest of us
disguise it in different ways, and overcompensate for our more hidden and subtle addictions and
attachments, especially our addiction to our way of thinking.

We all take our own way of thinking a normative, logical and surely true, even when it does
not fully compute. We keep doing the same thing, over and over and over again, even if it is not
working for us. That is the self-destructive, even ‘demonic, nature of all addiction — and of the mind,
in particular. We think we are our thinking, and we take that thinking as utterly ‘true,” which removes
us at least two steps from reality itself. We really are our own worst enemies, and salvation is
primarily from ourselves. It seems we humans would rather die than change or admit we are
mistaken.” (p. xxv)

What are we mistaken about? That we can do it. That we can fix it. That we can solve it. That itis
under our control. That if we just , all will be well.

This is not the case.

We need grace, but we find it hard to receive. As Rohr points out, “Grace is always a humiliation for
the ego.” (p. xxv)

Itis harder to receive grace, to receive God, than we usually admit. Therefore we limit ourselves to
scraps of grace.
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How do we know this? In spite of our faithfulness, we are still struggling. And what does God invite
us to do with that struggle? To surrender. To admit that we have come to the end of ourselves. To
admit that this is not the way we want to continue to live.

Rohr says, “Until you bottom out [as our country seems to be bottoming out] and come to the limits
of your own fuel supply, there is no reason for you to switch to a higher octane of fuel . .. Why would
you change? You will not learn to actively draw upon a Larger Source until your usual resources are
depleted and revealed as wanting.” (p. 3)

Rohr continues, “Itis the imperial ego that has to go, and only powerlessness can do the job
correctly.” (p. 5)

And so we find ourselves vulnerable, but that is not enough. We are not truly powerless, we do not
touch down at the bottom, until we acknowledge our powerlessness.

Rohr states, “As many teachers of the Twelve Steps have said, the first Step is probably the hardest,
the most denied, and the most avoided. So, the whole process never takes off! No one likes to die to
who they think they are.” (p. 8)

The false self is all we have. Until we have God.

There’s a rule about preaching that lay people should be taught — so that you can hold us preachers
accountable! The rule is this: that a preacher can never leave the congregation in the valley of the
shadow. We can never end a sermon without offering hope, offering the Good News.

Today, | find myself in a double-bind. Step 1 of the 12 steps is admitting that we’re powerless. And
thatis not good news. That’s terrible news.

Butif l introduce step 2, which is about trusting in a Higher Power, about relying on God, then you
might be tempted to skip really doing step 1, you might skip really confronting the reality of your
powerlessness.

So thatis our challenge this week: to touch down in the reality that we are indeed powerless. To
confess our insufficiency, our lostness, our hopelessness, our weakness. There are no short-cuts.
This is terrifying.

AND in our insufficiency, God will meet us. In our lostness, God will find us. In our hopelessness,
God is our hope. In our weakness, God is our strength.

This week, acknowledge your powerlessness, come face to face with whatever makes you feel
hopeless, lost, confused, so that you may offer to God all that you really are — and prepare for the

trust-fall .. . . into the arms of our loving, liberating, life-giving God.

Amen.



