In the name of the FATHER, SON, and HOLY SPIRIT, Amen. 

A few weeks back when we began looking at the Book of Acts in our Bible study group here at Calvary, we discovered that Luke, the author of the Gospel of Luke and that of the Book of Acts, repeats the Ascension story in both his writings.  In the Gospel account the story is more about Jesus, while in the Book of Acts it is about Jesus’ followers.  I find both accounts interesting.  One single event, written about by one single author generates two different ways of understanding God’s work. One in which Christ’s ministry is the central piece and the other in which the apostles’ ministry is the focus.  
I do not intend to dissect both accounts today, even when it would be appropriate to talk about it since we have just celebrated the Feast of the Ascension of our Lord, the point is simply that one event, narrated by one single witness, can be entertained in multiple ways.  

Yet, as we heard in the Gospel today, Jesus wants us all to be one!  How is that possible? Today, like always, the church struggles with this tension of being faithful to our witness and Jesus’ desire of being one.  As our diocesan website speaks about it, the tension is between Jesus’ prayer for us and our personal integrity.

I can tell you that when the missionary began spreading the Gospel in the Indian lands, the natives questioned the integrity of the missionary work. The natives heard in the Gospels that Jesus wanted everybody to be one but those who were bringing this Gospel were divided in different denominations themselves.  The natural reaction was, to put it in today’s lingo, “dude, first sort it out yourselves and then tell us what to do”.  Well, long story short, the realization for church unity kept growing and there came a point when it could no longer be avoided for reasons of tradition or personal integrity.  As soon as the natives took control of the church’s leadership, they put aside their differences and united.  It has to be emphasized that they paid a heavy price for it.  My father, a Bishop in one of the denominations, lost his lucrative American Salary and benefits when he led that denomination into the union.  He could not have made this decision at a young age of 38 to take a salary cut many times less than what he was enjoying at the moment, had it not been for his conviction that personal preferences do not take precedence over our call to follow Jesus.  The decision for church unity was a passionate decision. It must have been passion because the Church union took place in November 1970 and in July 1971, exactly 9 months later, I was born!  

And as divine humor would have it, I left my country because I dared to bring together the various factions of our church back into unity. And today I serve a church that is deeply nervous of its future as the Episcopal Church in America rooted in a long standing relationship of tradition with the Anglican Communion. We are all so aware of the debate, and perhaps weary of it.
Tired or not, desiring of unity or not, the fact is that Jesus’ words have to be reflected on today with utmost seriousness and integrity.  I find it thoroughly amusing that the first decision that the apostles make after they shift their gaze from looking upwards and watching Jesus ascend, to looking at each other, is that they restructure! I love it!  They don’t think about taking care of each other; they don’t think about being inclusive; they don’t stand in the public square and start preaching; they don’t go out and heal people; they restructure! No wonder, they were in need of the Holy Spirit!  
Today I feel we are at a similar place.  We either set our gaze upwards and wish for the Ascending Christ to simply not leave us in this mess, that is, we do not wish to take charge of Christ’s work in a real world, OR, when we are asked why we are still looking upwards to the heavens, and we realize that Christ is gone, we quickly think, let’s restructure, or make our structures more efficient, let’s put the right people in the right jobs, let’s give them the tools and resources they need and then every thing will be alright! 
But as we will learn next week, hopefully, God had some other plan in mind. God sent Holy Spirit in the form of divided tongues as of fire; with the sound of an unsettling wind.  Those who experienced the Holy Spirit spoke not one language but multiple languages.  Not just garbled words but languages that made sense to a whole variety of people.  Through the Holy Spirit God moved God’s church away from self preservation and self seeking unity and strengthened diversity and reaching out to those who were never before considered God’s chosen.
So we have a problem, on the one hand God the Son is praying that just as the Father and the Son are one, the church may be one, and then we have the Holy Spirit that radically emphasizes difference.  God is being divinely confusing again!      

Human nature is such that for us to envision a reconciled state of being, a state of unity, it is necessary that something be done about difference.  In our culture here we deal with difference in a whole host of ways.  To a man born to a black man and a white woman, we give the honor of being the first black president!  Our categories are pretty strict, and people, ideas, things, etc. have to fit into our strict categories.  We call it appreciating difference.  We don’t have a way to deal with God’s gifts that do not fit into our strict categories.  For instance, I always wonder how Mollie and my hoped for children will be seen: Indian, Pakistani, Irish, or unidentified Americans?  Well, to tell you the truth I have often wondered what they will look like.  Will they get Mollie’s beautiful face, or my double chin? What complexion?  I often tease Mollie, what if we get Zebras, or Pandas, hopefully not Dalmatians!  Anyhow, the point is simply that God creates for us beautiful possibilities, yet, at times, we stick to our “known” strict categories.  We structure and then we restructure.
So seems the case with our current turmoil in the church over the Anglican Communion.  In the final analysis it all seems to be about structure and restructure. A few days ago a Parishioner gave me a CD to listen.  It was of a forum by a Rector of a church somewhere in South Carolina.  He started out by praying for unity and then stated very clearly, and I use his words, “the differences are irreconcilable”.  I heard that and I thought, I don’t know of a difference that can remain a difference and be reconciled at the same time.  By definition a difference is irreconcilable.  Mollie will be who she is and I will be who I am and our children, God willing, will be who they will be.  There cannot be, and in all honesty, should not be any idea of reconciliation that does not allow any one of us to be who we are.  Eliminating difference, as we shall see next week, is not the work of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus’ idea of unity also does not ask for us to cease to be who we are.  However, it challenges us to live together in ways that respect our differences, not to override one with the other, but to respect them, yet not allowing the difference to be the central focus of our coming together as a community.  In other words, our vision of an ekklesia, those who are called out, is not a people different from the rest of the world, but a people with a mission in the midst of the world. How do we achieve this “being called out to stay inside” is only a challenge if our thinking cannot think beyond structures. 

Black, white, Zebra, Pandas, Dalmatians, are all categories, just as Gay, Straight, Episcopalian, Presbyterian, Tall, Short, etc. are. As we shift our eyes from the Ascending Christ towards each other, I hope and pray that we can see people beyond categories that need structuring and restructuring.  And I really truly believe that the day we move away from such categories will be the day we will experience the Holy Spirit’s blessing of passion. And that passion will provide us with explosive birth and growth.  

But till that happens, within the current structure, which I have to respect, my allotted ten minutes for the sermon are up! So, I guess its Amen!  
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