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Texts: Acts 1:1-11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15-23; and Luke 24:44-53

I. Blurred Lines
Ten years ago today, I was appointed to St. Paul’s. And on that anni-

versary, I preach my last sermon from this pulpit as an appointed clergy to 
this church.  The truth is, it tells us that beginnings and endings are not as 
definitive as we would often try to make them. They blur across each other’s 
lines, becoming part of each other, like paint colors stirred together throw-
ing off both memories and dreams in ways that they are sometimes almost 
indistinguishable.

Two weeks after I came to St. Paul’s, I preached my first sermon from 
this pulpit. I remember sitting back here on this pew thinking, “What in the 
world do I think I’m doing? I’m not a preacher, I’m an accountant.” I must con-
fess that it was everything I could do to not escape out this little door back 
here and run away forever. But I did not. 

The name of that first sermon was “A Place to Lay Your Heart.” I have 
found that place with you here and for that I am grateful. I went back and 
looked at it and I had spoken of transitions and blurred lines over which I 
somehow still straddled with one foot in one place and the other foot on the 
other side of the line. It’s the way things are now.  Perhaps it’s the way things 
always are, maybe even the way they are meant to be.

Because beginnings and endings never stand alone. They are always 
together, feeding and nourishing each other and taking turns bowing out to 
allow the other to be. Our lives are not a series of places and events lined up in 
some neat and meticulous order like little toy soldiers but are, rather, seasons 
that overlap and fold into each other with endings and beginnings often being 
the same, or at the very least sharing space with what has been and what is 
becoming both a part of what is next.
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II. Jesus, Gone
In the Scriptures that we read today, we know that for 40 days after the 

resurrection, Jesus remained among the disciples. He taught, encouraged, and 
patiently prepared them for what was to come next. “Then,” we are told, “he 
led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them. While 
he blessed them,” we read, “he parted from them, and was carried up into 
heaven.”  

So, however literally you take this story, suddenly the disciples were 
without their guide, their teacher, their mentor, and their leader. There was no 
longer someone “at the helm” who could explain everything to them.

Not surprisingly, the disciples are tempted to remain there, looking up at 
the sky, as if looking down might make the fact that he was really gone all too 
real. The account depicted by the writer of Acts says that they actually had to 
be told to quit staring at the sky, to return to Jerusalem, return to their lives, 
and to pay attention, to listen for what God was calling them to do.

The writer of Luke is the only Gospel writer who really talks about the 
Ascension. And the writer of Acts is the only one who dates it “on the fortieth 
day.” You see, Jewish students studied with a rabbi for “forty days,” a symbolic 
number meaning the amount of time that it took them to learn the master’s 
teachings well enough to be able to repeat them. From that standpoint, this 
time was not something Jesus needed, but something that those who were left 
to carry on the work needed. It was the time for the centering of our hearts 
and our minds on the work that we had to do. It was the time to immerse our-
selves in the teachings of Jesus and make it part of who we are. Jesus did not 
leave abruptly; rather, he spent time preparing his disciples for his departure, 
preparing them to continue to do the work. You see, nowhere is the assump-
tion presented that Jesus left with his work finished and checked off as com-
pleted. There was always more to do. That was the whole idea. The Ascension 
is not the point in time where Jesus leaves; it is rather the point in time where 
we begin what comes next.     
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III. What Has Been
But before we can become what comes next, we, like the disciples, must 

acknowledge what has been. Perhaps it is our own way of gazing up into the 
sky until we figure out where to go and what to do. When I first came to St. 
Paul’s, it took me awhile to sort of discover who you were, to become a part of 
the DNA, so to speak, of this community.  

First of all, I came to know and love the incredible rich history that un-
dergirds this church. It is a story of a people who kept pursuing something 
that they saw could happen even in the midst of those who told them it could 
not — a church built at the place on Main Street where paved road gave way to 
dirt, knowing that someday the city might grow a little bit farther southward 
and that the intersection of Main and Binz might become one of the busiest in 
the fourth largest city in the country, a church that in the year 1929 as the U.S. 
economy toppled to its lowest in history actually chose to build a cathedral, a 
church that always walked a step ahead of advocacy for justice and outreach 
and what is right, a church that had the forethought to set up an endowment 
with $100 gift that as I leave today is valued at over $16 million. I pray that 
you never lose that sense of how you came to be, a church that was always just 
a little bit ahead of history.

I came to know this church as one that reaches out — reaches out to the 
community and to the world, not just with its wallet but with its heart. It is a 
church that at its very core lives and breathes inclusiveness. It is an inclusive-
ness that is more than welcome, more than hospitality, but rather one that 
welcomes each and every person and each and every family, no matter how 
that family might be shaped, into its midst and empowers each person to be-
come who they are called to be. It is a church where I learned to courageously 
speak out — for those who did not have what I have but also for those who my 
denomination sadly struggles to embrace. This is a church that advocates for 
the poor, the homeless, the disenfranchised, as well as for our gay and lesbian 
brothers and sisters who are often treated as second class citizens by our own 
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denomination. I pray that you will continue to stand up for what is right, to 
preach the inclusive Gospel that Jesus did, the one that broke the bounds of 
the comfortable and the safe way of doing things.

And I encountered this church as one that loves the Gospel, that loves 
the struggle and the questions that come with deep study, as one that is not 
satisfied with pat and trite answers of what one person might think the Scrip-
tures say but instead has a craving to go deeper, to study, to pray, to search, to 
struggle with even those places where answers are not obvious. Please do not 
lose that spirit of always wanting to go a little bit deeper.  

This is a church that at its deepest, truly wants to be the church that 
God calls it to be. It is a church full of laypersons who love the church and love 
God. Many of you may not know this, but I…in fact, all of these people sitting 
up here on the chancel, are not members of St. Paul’s. We are members of the 
Texas Annual Conference appointed to serve you and to serve with you. We are 
here only for a season, to hopefully guide, to prayerfully inspire, to faithfully 
empower the church of St. Paul’s to be the church that God calls it to be. 

You, you are St. Paul’s. You are what is next. I think that on some level 
the itinerant system that we have (in the United Methodist church) begins 
with today’s Scriptures. Jesus was with the disciples for a time, a short season, 
until they realized who they were. And then, there was nothing less than a holy 
absence, waiting to be filled, an empowering emptiness that created space for 
what is next.         

IV. What is Next
So where do you fit in with this?  
How do you live out who you are called to be?  
Well, you didn’t think I would leave without a good dog story, did you?  

My family has for many years had a string of Labrador Retrievers or Labrador 
retriever-wanna-be’s. Years ago, I had the experience of watching my brother’s 
Lab participate in an American Kennel Club hunt test. Now those of you who 
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really know me know how much I love dogs, but guns and shooting ducks and 
mud and weeds and swamps are not really my thing. But I was there to watch 
Maggie do whatever it was she was supposed to do.

It was so muddy that the only way to get into the test was with my 
brother’s four-wheel drive pick-up, and then we had to walk about another 
quarter mile or so to go watch the test itself. I wondered what in the world I 
was doing there, standing in the middle of a pasture and freezing in the morn-
ing dew. Then we stood and waited, and I just listened to the early morning 
quiet as the dew finally lifted. 

Maggie and Donnie were standing at the end of this huge piece of flood-
ed pasture land. Then the morning quiet was interrupted by a gunshot fol-
lowed by something falling into the water. Maggie did not move. She watched 
her destination and then when Donnie said, “Maggie,” she took off toward 
it. And I had the wonderful blessing of watching the most magnificent piece 
of Creation that I had ever seen. With ears laid back and her whole body in 
connected motion, Maggie seemed to skim the shallow water, never veering 
from or taking her eyes off the mark. What I realized was that Maggie was not 
acting out of obedience to Donnie or what he had taught her; she was being 
who she was supposed to be in the very deepest part of her being. And it was 
magnificent.

We can learn something from Creation. You see, Jesus’ leaving was not 
desertion; it was leaving room for us to be who God called us to be in the deep-
est part of our being, leaving room for us to finally hear OUR name, let go, to 
skim the water with ears laid back and be who we are meant to be. Jesus has 
left room for us to be what comes next. And it will be magnificent.  

We talk a lot about our faith story, somehow trying to measure our faith 
or something to make sure we have enough. But the Ascension story is not 
about our faith; it is about God’s — God’s faith in us, God’s faith that we can 
become who God envisions us to be, that we can embrace what God has given 
us in those who came before us and become what is next. The Ascension story 
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calls us to have faith — to have faith in the faith that God has in us. Jesus’ ab-
sence is what calls us forth, out of our comfort zones, away from whatever we 
are holding so tightly, and calls us to become what God sees we can be.

I have a quote on the wall in my bedroom by Ann Danielson that says 
“Home is where your story begins.” St. Paul’s, in that way, is home to me. It was 
where one chapter and one season of my life began. Someone asked me the 
other day what I saw as the legacy that I am leaving behind. I thought about it. 
I do not want my legacy to be a memory of the things I did. I want to be part 
of what comes next. So, I pray that you will continue being who St. Paul’s is 
— embracing history, advocating for justice and righteousness, being a place 
where all are not just welcomed but rather can find a home for their story to 
begin. I hope that you will continue to crave struggle and questions and danc-
ing with the Scriptures over easy and shallow understandings of a God who 
has no bounds. I pray that you will always take who you have been into what is 
next.  

In the Name of the One who was our teacher, our guide, our friend, and 
then created a holy absence so that we could be what comes next.  Amen.

Benediction: I came to be one of your pastors.  I now leave as one of your 
friends.  Go and be what comes next.


