5th June 2011

Either/Or or Both/And
Readings:

Acts 1.1-11, 
Jesus Taken Up Into Heaven

 1 In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2 until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 3 After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 4 On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptized with[a] water, but in a few days you will be baptized with[b] the Holy Spirit.” 

 6 Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

 7 He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

 9 After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

 10 They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. 11 “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 

Ephesians 1.15-23 
Thanksgiving and Prayer

 15 For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all God’s people, 16 I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 17 I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit[f] of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. 18 I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in his holy people, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is the same as the mighty strength 20 he exerted when he raised Christ from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every name that is invoked, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.
Luke 24.44-end 
 44 Jesus said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” 

 45 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46 He told them, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” 

The Ascension of Jesus

 50 When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. 51 While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven. 52 Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. 53 And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.
Sermon
A dairy farmer in Suffolk was moving his prize herd from one field to another, across a narrow country lane. Suddenly a van sped round the bend, swerved to avoid the cattle, but sent one of them flying into a ditch on one side of the road, and the farmer into the ditch on the other. 
In court a few weeks later, the lawyer defending the van driver was quizzing the farmer...
'At the time of the accident, when my client asked if you were all right, you insisted that you were fine. Is that correct?'
'Well,' the farmer replied, 'You see...'
'I'm sorry,' interrupted the lawyer, 'It's a simple question. Either you did say that everything was fine or you didn't. Which is it?'
'What you have to understand...' said the farmer.
'I'll say again,' interrupted the lawyer once more, 'All you have to say is yes or no.'
The farmer looked pleadingly at the judge, who eventually agreed that he would like to hear what the farmer had to say.
'Well, your honour, I saw the accused going over to see how poor old Daisy was getting on, she was mooing so loudly, and when he saw her in obvious pain, put her out of her misery by shooting her. So when he came over to me, still holding his shotgun, and asked if I was in any pain I thought it only prudent to say that I was fine.'

The poor farmer in the ditch was far from being all right, but when confronted with the prospect of being 'put down,' he didn't feel so bad after all. The lawyer demanded to know if the farmer was either all right or not all right - but from the farmer's own perspective, he was both all right and not all right at the same time.

I suspect that if you asked anyone about to be made a bishop how they felt about it, they would tell you that they were both absolutely delighted and also a little apprehensive. I know from things that both John and Jonathan have said that that's the case for them.
I have to come clean here and admit that one of our bishops elect is my brother-in-law - our wives are sisters. John and I don't meet very often, but we usually get a chance every Christmas (at the in-laws) to have a good old chunter about life, the church, the diocese and... well, I don't want to ruin his new ministry before it's begun, so I'll say no more. We meet as a couple of poachers, relieved of any gamekeeping duties, using the opportunity to let off steam and exchange stories - and then we return after the post-Christmas break to our respective parishes to carry on the good work.

But now I'm a bit worried.

This year, if we get a chance to meet after Christmas, will it be a meeting of two poachers, or will one of them have turned permanently into a gamekeeper? Fortunately, John won't be my bishop (and I mean that in the nicest possible way), but Jonathan is dangerously close in the neighbouring diocese. Does becoming a bishop mean that you can still be a poacher or that you only do the gamekeeping stuff?

This service proclaims that bishops are guardians of the faith, maintaining discipline in the church - definitely gamekeepers then.
But the service also talks about 'confronting injustice,' and stuff like that - perhaps things that might involve them in a little bit of poaching from time to time as they challenge society and the church. I hope they will protect and guard the truth, but I also hope that they will be adventurous, daring, exploring, encouraging a bit of risk-taking, perhaps even being a bit annoying at times (in a godly kind of way). I hope they will release imagination rather than constrain it. I hope they will let very ordinary people do the amazing things it's possible for them to do. I hope they will do a bit of gamekeeping and a bit of poaching - being 'both-and' people, rather than 'either-or'.

But that's not just an issue for John and Jonathan today, it's an issue for all of us, all the time - are we 'either-or' people or 'both-and' people?'

On that first Ascension Day, "they were gazing up toward heaven, when suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. They said, 'Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?'" 

The picture I have is of the disciples staring at the clouds, mouths wide open, desperate to keep sight of Jesus for as long as possible, fearful of losing him. They thought that Jesus could be in heaven or on earth, but not both. The truth they were soon to discover is that Jesus is a 'both-and' person - both in heaven and on earth; both a figure in history and very present with us today; someone who has experienced death, but is still very much alive; humble and human and yet, as we've heard, God 'seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority.'

And having discovered that Jesus is a 'both-and' person, the disciples also had to come to terms with being the same themselves - people with both faith and doubts; both saints and sinners; people who could change the world and people who could get it hopelessly wrong at times; people who lived by grace and not by the lawyer's insistence of 'either-or.'

We recently ran a group in the church for people who said they had no Christian faith. A lovely woman from the church was helping out and did a talk about her experience of prayer - which she did in a fairly monochrome tone, no humour, no eye contact, reading word for word from her notes, and I sat and listened thinking, 'O well, she'll be much better next time,' - firmly of the belief that I could have done a better job. At the end of her talk the bloke sitting next to her, not a Christian, turned to her and said, 'Whatever you've got, I want.' I was put firmly in my place, and I think I heard a voice from on high saying that you can be both not very good and absolutely brilliant at the same time.

Too many people today are being pigeon-holed to the 'either-or' extremes - and the church is not immune. If you're a Christian you're supposed to be perfect, if you're not perfect, then you can't be a Christian. You either believe that Darwin was right or that Genesis is a better explanation - you're either-or. But what's wrong with being both-and? I was talking to someone the other day who was asking where normal people are supposed to go - Christians who want both to affirm the truth of scripture and celebrate the wonders that science has uncovered; people who want to be critical but gracious at the same time; people who want to proclaim their faith and be able to acknowledge their doubts; people who want to strive to be perfect and forgiven when we fail.
Ascension Day is a great celebration of that confusion - not the sort of confusion that leaves us unsure and insecure, but the kind of creative confusion that encourages discussion, searching, listening, dreaming of what might be, hoping, and so much more.

The trouble with an 'either-or' approach to life is that it's too easy, and it's not true to the way we encounter the world. I have lots of questions I'd love to ask about all sorts of things, but I tend not to for fear of being thought sexist, racist, homophobic, fundamentalist, liberal, faithless, whatever. But, from time to time, I do pluck up the courage to ask, and then, lo and behold, suddenly there are people listening in, also keen to hear the answers to those same questions. The world isn't desperate for black and white answers, it's desperate for answers that make sense, that match our thoughts and experiences of life.

We need to be more confident to speak out and not be bothered if the message sounds a bit of a 'both-and' message - confident that we might not have all the answers, but we do have the truth; confident that things we say might not make perfect sense, we might show ourselves to be jars of clay, but we wouldn't want to pretend to be anything else.

In my opening story about the poor farmer and his cows, the lawyer's insistence on making things clear and easy meant that he couldn't hear the real story, but God isn't revealed in a lawyer's black and white logic but in the love, grace and mercy that we experience in extraordinary ways every day - even if it doesn't always make perfect sense.

May we all learn to show more of the 'both-and' nature in our lives, may God bless John and Jonathan richly as they protect and poach, and may we all play our part in supporting them and each other as we live out, as honestly as we can, the good news of the risen and ascended Lord.
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