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We’ve just heard together this great, and highly visual and evocative 
scripture, which takes us all the way to the very end of Luke’s 
Gospel, as we’re nearing the end of the Easter season here, and 
which finds us looking on as the Risen Christ in effect says his 
parting words to the disciples, his last-good-bye, before he 
withdraws from them, and ascends into heaven.  
 
“The Ascension,” then, is the name traditionally given to the feast 
that will be celebrated this week on Thursday in churches around the 
world…and if you’ve ever been to an art museum with a collection of 
renaissance art, for example, I’m sure you’ve seen this scene 
depicted in all of its wild almost surrealism….Christ—shining, 
resplendent, brilliant, glowing, floating up into the clouds with his 
hands out to bless those back on earth…those witnesses who are 
often depicted as fully shocked and awed, fallen to their knees in 
Rembrandt’s version of it, and fully laid out on the ground in 
Raphael’s version of it... 
 
Interestingly, artistic renderings of the Ascension go back in history 
all the way to the 4th century, and it’s one of the most common 
themes of Christian art, compared for example, to the Crucifixion, 
which we only start to find very sporadically in the 6th century, and 
which didn’t start to rise in popularity until the Middle Ages… 
 
Perhaps part of the fascination with the Ascension is that it gives 
such a clear expression to the basic mythological or cosmological 
understanding of the ancient world in terms of the world as a three-
tiered system; the earth where we are now, the underworld below, 
and the heavens above… 
 



Of course, we have a much different, and in many ways I think a 
much weirder understanding of the universe these days…less like a 
simple three-layered painting and more like a Jackson Pollock 
splatter and drip painting, with stars and planets and galaxies flung 
about and spinning in every direction… 
 
So we might not live within the same cosmology today….but there is 
something in the basic experience of our scripture today that I think 
we do still live with, and that’s the experience, first, just of saying 
goodbye, as Jesus does here, leaving his friends to the care of God 
in his absence, which of course is what our English word ‘goodbye’ 
literally means….God-be-with-you, or similarly Adieu in French, or 
Adios in Spanish.  
 
And so for me at least, the key word today when thinking about the 
Ascension is the word “Withdrew.” “While he was blessing them, he 
withdrew from them, and was carried up into heaven.”  
 
Ascension then, can mean simply that Christ withdraws, and leaves 
an empty place in his absence. An empty place just waiting to be 
filled.  
 
The phrase that came to me this week thinking about this, and about 
the effect that the story of the Ascension might have on us, was the 
phrase from physics about how “nature abhors a vacuum.” Basically 
the idea here, is that any void that exists in the world, any empty 
space, any nothingness, will be immediately filled by something, by 
matter or energy or in one’s house by dust or clutter…  
 
So again today, Christ withdraws at the end of the Gospels, and 
there’s an empty place that’s left behind, an empty place just waiting 
to be filled, just waiting maybe, for us to step in, for us to pick up 
where Christ left off, for us to be like Christ’s “hands and feet” in the 
world.  
 
You know, I’ve used that phrase before, and I may have understood 
it dimly in the past, but I have to say this meaning to the 
Ascension—of Christ withdrawing so that we might step it—became 



especially clear and vivid to me over the past few days as I helped to 
organize as part of the Planning Committee and take part in the 221st 
Annual Meeting of the Vermont Conference of the United Church of 
Christ, which was yesterday and Friday at Lake Morey in Fairlee, VT.  
 
The 221st Annual Meeting. That number struck me this year, because 
221 years ago puts us at 1795, which in fact is 1 year after our own 
church here was started in 1794. 221 or in our case 222 years. It’s 
amazing really.  
 
Well, so local Vermont church delegates and pastors gathered the 
past couple of days for the 221st time, and this time we were 
extremely fortunate and blessed to have a wonderful preacher and 
theologian and community organizer and activist as our keynote 
speaker throughout the Meeting--the Bishop Rev. Dwayne Roystery 
from Philadelphia, who is the founding Pastor of a church there 
called Living Water UCC, and who also heads up a social justice 
organization called POWER—Philadelphians Organized to Witness, 
Empower, and Rebuild.  
 
You know, I wish I could report on all of four (!) of his addresses to 
us over the past couple of days, as he really charged and inspired 
the 240 of us who were there to “Be the Church” in all the ways 
mentioned on the banner. And if you want to hear him for yourself, 
you can search online…his most famous sermon, maybe, is one that 
he gave at the national gathering of the UCC last year in Cleveland, 
with the title “Change the Damn World.”  
 
So we heard him speak powerfully about how the church is about 
transforming lives and transforming the world—and being the whitest 
state in the country, it was also would good for our Vermont 
churches to hear from his perspective as an African American rooted 
in liberation theology and the civil rights movement. He seemed to 
really appreciate joining us in Vermont as well, as he mentioned that 
his family used to vacation at Smuggler’s Notch when he was 
growing up, and while he didn’t really care for VT cheddar cheese, 
he was quite excited to bring back a whole crate of Maple syrup so 
share with his family.  



 
So for example, in his speeches, we heard him say things like: “The 
main question you have to ask is—What does the church have to say 
to those with their backs against the wall?” 
 
We heard him say: “Our capacity to grow and be vital as a church is 
directly related to our capacity to wade deeply into the most pressing 
issues of our time…poverty, inequality, racism, environmental 
degradation, education, health care, economic and social justice….” 
 
We heard him say: “Are our beautiful old churches meant to be 
mausoleums only, historic buildings where you can visit and take 
tours, or are they meant to be vibrant centers of transformation and 
renewal, places where the living God, who cares for God’s living 
people, can be encountered?” 
 
 
We also heard during the Meeting from a missionary from Guatemala, 
Gloria Vicente, speak quite movingly about her work with women in 
Guatemala, including reclaiming almost lost Mayan arts like 
traditional weaving methods, but also including her work with a 
group called CONAVIGUA, or in English, the National Coordination of 
Widows of Guatemala, which helps support those women who found 
themselves widows during and after the Guatemalan civil war find 
the remains of their beloved ones who often died and were buried in 
mass in the most rural portions of the county, this group that we help 
supports, helps these women find the remains of their husbands and 
to give them proper burials…. 
 
We heard about an exciting new Outdoor Ministry partnership with 
the New Hampshire Conference, which is going to lead to more 
opportunities for adults and children alike to experience the glory of 
God through the glory of the natural world, holding worship services 
on mountaintops, and communion around campfires… 
 
We heard the State Conference Financial report, and actually for the 
first time since I’ve been in Vermont, we heard some good news here 
with this report….we heard about how the State Conference is in the 



best financial state its been in over 5 years…we heard also about 
how they took action this year, in a way that we also made a move 
towards, to divest all of their funds from coal and fossil fuel 
companies… 
 
We heard about the State Conference’s gratitude for the support 
from local churches, and not just support for the Conference staff 
who help our churches in all sorts of ways like with Stewardship and 
the Search and Call process for finding pastors, but gratitude also 
for generosity in terms of the church’s wider missions…. 
 
We also took an offering together these past days, this year’s 
offering went to support an organization called the Vermont 
Recovery Network which runs 12 drug addiction and recovery 
centers across the state, these centers averaging 1,400 visits/month, 
which left us all speechless. But with our little offering on Friday 
night, we raised over $3,000 to support this important Vermont effort.  
 
We heard, during an event called the Peacemaker’s Breakfast, about 
local Vermont churches engaged in inspiring and transformative 
missions and ministries of all kinds, e.g., prison ministries, interfaith 
dialogue efforts, low income advocacy, both food pantries and wood 
pantries as in the Dummerston Church which gives away at least 10 
cords of firewood per year, delivers and stacks the wood for people 
who can’t afford it; we heard about summer lunch programs for 
school children; we heard about churches setting up once a month 
free legal counseling at their church; I gave a little presentation on 
some of what our church’s Green Team has been up to, particularly 
in terms of reaching out and forming this new Addison County 
Interfaith Climate Action Network over the past year…we heard 
about a church’s partnership with a Native American community in 
South Dakota…we heard about more and more churches becoming 
Open and Affirming, and so much more.  
 
 
Finally, we heard a “State of the Conference” address by our 
Conference Minister Rev. Dr. Lynn Bujnak, where she called on all of 
our churches to do some serious thinking and soul-searching in 



terms of envisioning together out how to Be the Church in our own 
time and place. She began with a quote from every preacher’s 
favorite poet, Mary Oliver—“Listen, are you breathing just a little, 
and calling it a life?” 
 
She raised some questions for us to consider to help our churches 
breathe a little more deeply and fully: “What does Christian 
faithfulness look like in our world today? What does God require and 
ask of us? For what purpose do our churches exist?” 
 
And then she gave a few clues about what she thinks it will take to 
answer these questions: “Courage. Vulnerability. Letting Go. Saying 
Yes.”  
 
She ended with one of those amazing images of deep outer space 
from the Hubble Telescope, titled the “Pillars of Creation.” Red 
cosmic dust rises up as if in two Greek pillars. Light spreads in both 
directions like butterfly wings. And in the mysterious, dark middle, 
new stars are in the process of being born. “Scientists are currently 
engaged in a search for the ‘Theory of Everything,’” she said, “but 
we from our Christian perspective might already know a bit about 
that theory, about how we don’t have to be afraid of letting go and 
trusting God, because this world is all about birth and death and 
rebirth, because the Creator of all this is all about newness, and is 
always up to something new.”  
 
Luke’s Gospel reminds us today about how at the very end, when he 
says goodbye, Christ ascended into heaven, Christ withdrew and left 
an empty place behind. An empty place just waiting to be filled, just 
waiting maybe for you, just waiting maybe for us, just waiting for the 
church, to step in and fill it. Amen.	  


