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May 07-08, 2016 
The Ascension of the Lord 
 
Often on Saturday mornings in the warm weather I walk the two blocks from my home to the Farmer’s Market 
downtown.  It’s always a happy, festive, beautiful place.  I did that this weekend too.  It was the first official day 
of the market for the new season.  But on my way there I noticed two Saint Paul police vans parked at the curb, 
both marked “Forensic Services,” and one with paper completely covering the windshield.  A few steps further 
on I overheard a woman on the sidewalk speaking to her companion about something having to do with a 
murder.  When I arrived at the market there was the usual bustle and lively music mingling, but I also spotted 
two more marked police cars parked across the street which nobody else seemed to notice.  I returned home 
eventually and got on my computer to satisfy my curiosity, and it was then that I discovered that a person had 
been shot to death at about 3:30 in the morning about 200 yards from where I was then sleeping.  There were 
multiple discharges from a rifle.  Because it had been so warm on Friday night I had shut the windows and fired 
up the A/C before I went to bed.  I’m sure it will be a headline in the papers tomorrow morning but I still 
wouldn’t know about it now if I hadn’t roamed the street and been attentive to what I saw and heard today.  To 
learn about all that was a bit unnerving, but far better than not to be aware of it at all. 

When I got back home I began to reflect on the gospel that is ours today for the Feast of the Ascension of the 
Lord, and I began to think about what it might say to me and to us right now.  And I read about Jesus reminding 
his disciples that everything that had happened during Holy Week, to him and to them, had been foretold by the 
prophets of old, and Jesus called them the “witnesses of these things.”  And then he said that because they had 
been privileged to know and understand what God was doing in their midst, they would receive a duty and an 
empowerment to share that news with others.   

And I was aware that when I think about these first Apostles being “clothed with power from on high,” I usually 
think about that power as having to do with extraordinary deeds of spectacular miracles of supernatural 
amazement that convinced everybody.  And in fact, those things do occasionally happen in the Sacred Scripture 
accounts of the early Church as we’ve been hearing from the Acts of the Apostles these last several weeks of the 
Easter season.  But we are aware, certainly, that if that was the case in the First Century, it is rarely the case in 
our own time and place.  Every so often there is an obvious eruption of grace, and goodness, and amazing 
compassion in a way that pretty much compels people to pay attention.  But that is not our regular expectation 
anymore.   

So what does it mean to be entrusted and invested with the “power from on high” as disciples now?  It doesn’t 
mean wielding magic, or superpower, or a charisma that can simply overwhelm the crowds.   

In light of my experience this weekend on the street, in fact, I wonder if that power of the Spirit is something 
much more apparently modest, but much more important, namely, the power to pay attention, to notice things, 
and to respond to what’s really going on.  That was, after all, what first distinguished the first Easter people from 
everybody else.  Everybody in Israel could see that Jesus had died on Good Friday in Jerusalem.  And everybody 
could see that his tomb was found empty on the third day.  But only some of them—at first not many at all—
could discern and dare to believe that he was alive again in glory.  They all had exactly the same physical 
evidence in front of them—as we still do today—but only those possessed of the Holy Spirit could, and still can, 
find in those traces a clear assurance of Christ risen and alive and present always. 
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Just as that bit of chatter on the street and all that police presence was right there this weekend around the 
Farmer’s Market for those like me who cared to notice, it seems that many, many people didn’t.  A whole lot of 
folks simple weren’t aware of what was going on all around them.  Their windows were shut tight.  We don’t 
need to pass judgement on them about that, but we might use it as an opportunity to wonder why.  Why was I 
able to discern immediately that something was wrong in my neighborhood today, when I had no more 
information than anybody else?  I think it was because I noticed things.    And that’s no necessary credit to my 
cleverness.  It’s a credit to my being aware—in the same way that God’s Holy Spirit can bless us all with such a 
gift.   

The heavenly power that can clothe all of us from on high is a power to perceive, from the very same sights and 
sounds that everybody else also encounters, that God is up to something amazing right here in our midst.  And 
for that reason, we must take our part in the mission too. 

How aware are we, for example, that there are vulnerable young women involved in the sex trafficking industry 
in plain sight less than a mile from where we are sitting right now?  I didn’t know it either until I allowed my ears 
and eyes to be opened by those who encounter them.  How aware are we that there are elderly people confined 
to their homes, alone, within two blocks of this church?  I wouldn’t be aware either if I hadn’t been given the gift 
to notice, which is often the gift of listening to others who are aware of things that I am not. 

To be missionaries of the Easter tidings does not usually demand dazzling courage or conspicuous acts of public 
charity.  No, it’s almost always less glamorous and dramatic than even what the gospels describe.  But it is no 
less genuine as a witness of God’s Holy Spirit busy at work with us.  And once we are conscious of that 
magnificent, holy presence, our only possible response is to notice and to share what we see, and to act in 
response.  There is a divine drama being played out here, in and through what looks ordinary, and we are invited 
to take part in it.  Lord, please give us eyes to see, ears to hear, hearts to notice.  May the Spirit open up the 
windows that can threaten to keep us comfortable and clueless. 

 


