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Are these the scripture readings we need to hear, today?

The recent shootings in Texas happened in another country, but when we hear the 

news stories, we are those children. We are those parents. We are those teachers. 

Imagination and empathy puts us in the path of those bullets. Imagination and empathy 

puts us outside the police barricades, awaiting the news that will bring us joy, or grief.

Their outrage is our outrage. Outrage and confusion that this continues to happen. 

Outrage and confusion that seeks an answer, a solution, a villain. We say the police are 

cowards because they waited in the parking lot. We say that mental illness is the 

problem. The political Right is the problem for its love affair with guns. The political 

Left is the problem for being too soft on crime and criminals.

We want solutions, even in Canada, because their pain is our pain and their fear is 

our fear.

We want action. The phrase "thoughts and prayers" has become an obscenity, a 

target of scorn as a pitiful substitute for action.

One popular post making the rounds on Facebook says,
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This is the only prayer on gun violence that makes sense to me anymore: may God

visit insomnia and misery on every lawmaker and lobbyist who values profits over

children's lives until they change their ways and take action.1

People are looking for hope for the possibility of change, in the face of a culture 

of violence that seems immune to change.

Do today's readings give us that hope?

Luke describes Jesus’ Ascension occurring soon after his resurrection, whereas 

according to Acts, the disciples continued to experience the presence of the risen Christ 

for forty days. The number forty appears frequently in the Bible; the Hebrews spent 

forty years in the wilderness, the rain scoured the Earth clean for forty days in the flood; 

Jesus spent forty days fasting to prepare for his ministry. On the one hand forty may just 

be a convention for “a long time”; on the other hand, the repetition of “forty” makes a 

statement that all of these events repeat or inform each other. If the Hebrews take forty 

years to prepare to be the people of God, and Jesus takes forty days to prepare for his 

ministry, then forty days before the Ascension means that the Church is likewise being 

prepared, like the Hebrews. For forty days the risen Christ prepares the church to live 

out the Gospel that he announced. This is one reason that the colour of the Season After 

Pentecost is deep green: it is the colour of summer, the colour of mature growth ready 

for harvest.

1 @ChadGALucas, "This is the only prayer...", Twitter, May 25, 2022.
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The Church reaches its maturity at Pentecost; Jesus passes the torch. This “over to

you” is only good news because of this maturity, and because the Holy Spirit completes 

and seals this maturity. We are not alone in facing the broken parts of our lives and our 

world.

But this is not Pentecost; this is Ascension. Jesus has departed, but the Spirit is not

yet here. If we are seeking the hope that will grant us endurance and spur us to action, 

what are we to do with the vision of Jesus risen, vindicated and glorified in heaven? If 

Jesus is “raised from the dead and seated...at [God’s] right hand in the heavenly places, 

what does that have to do with the murder of children and our response to it? Is this just 

more ‘thoughts and prayers’?

This is not Pentecost; this is Ascension. What if we let Ascension, be Ascension? 

The events of Christmas direct our attention from the starry heavens to the blood and 

hay of a Bethlehem manger. It sets the king and the people of Jerusalem to trembling. 

The events of Holy Week likewise fix our attention on earthly things: blood and death 

and political violence.

The saving acts of God happen in history. Faithfulness to the Gospel is expressed 

in tangible action. This is all true. But when we have expressed our outrage at the 

bloodshed, shouted our grief or joy as appropriate, asked God to visit insomnia and 

misery on those we blame…what then? When we have translated our grief and outrage 
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into testimony and action, we find that the grief and fear are still with us and the world is

still full of violence. What then?

Then, the writer of Ephesians prays that we direct our thoughts heavenwards to 

remind us that there is a transcendent dimension to our lives. There is a nevertheless to 

our lives. Ephesians speaks of Christ as being placed "Far above all rule and authority 

and power and dominion." This does not mean merely that Christ is the king over all the 

kings, the king of the hill, the most powerful of the powerful.

 I think it means he takes his place somewhere beyond the games of power and 

authority and dominance, and the violence that accompanies them: Somewhere these 

rules and hierarchies do not apply. Christ's resurrection has exposed the weakness of all 

the thrones of the world, the power to give life and meaning that comes only in loving 

God's children. This is the power of Easter, the power that mocks the pursuit of power 

and the throne that mocks the concept of thrones. This power is for our benefit, not 

through our struggle but through something that God has already accomplished. We are 

adopted as children of God. This is the glorious inheritance of which the writer speaks.

On Ascension Sunday, therefore, let us stand like those disciples with their faces 

upturned, watching Jesus ascend into heaven. Today this is the appropriate stance, for as 

the mystic Thomas Merton wrote,

4



Sermon for May 29, 2022 Tim Bowman

[The Ascension] is the feast of silence and interior solitude when we go up to live 

in heaven with Jesus: for he takes us there, after he has lived a little while on earth

among us. This is the grace of Ascension Day: to be taken up into the heaven of 

our own souls, the point of immediate contact with God. To rest on this quiet 

peak, in the darkness that surrounds God. To live there through all trials and all 

business with the “tranquil God who makes all things tranquil.

On Pentecost Sunday the angels will call us to direct our gaze back to Earth. On 

Pentecost Sunday, we receive the Holy Spirit, filling us with the hope and power for 

faithful action. Today, let us rest our minds and souls awhile in the quiet presence of 

Christ. Today, let us offer our thoughts and prayers, lifting up those engulfed by grief 

and fear and pointing to a place beyond grief and beyond fear, the dwelling of the one 

who dignifies our life and sanctifies our death.
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