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Acts 1:1-11
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Ephesians 1:15-23

Luke 24:44-53

Today is the 7th Sunday of Easter. It’s also Ascension Sunday. The Ascension—that is, the ascension of Jesus from earth to heaven—was this past Thursday in our Church calendar. Most parishes, including St. Paul’s, move the day to Sunday.

Something about a literal ascension has always bothered me: I just haven’t been able to imagine Jesus suddenly swooshing upwards into the clouds.
How do we understand Christ’s Ascension? Today’s readings offer us three possibilities: 
· Ephesians says that God raised Christ “from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places.” 
· Luke and Acts use a different metaphor: Luke declares that while Jesus was blessing the disciples, “he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.”  
· Luke also wrote Acts, and in today’s reading from Acts, he adds one detail: as the disciples are watching, Jesus is lifted up, and a cloud takes him out of their sight.
I once saw a painting of the Ascension. In it, there were clouds, and out of the bottom of the clouds, depicted as though they were moving, two itsy-bitsy feet were sticking out. 
Presumably the feet were those of Jesus, and not of Icarus.
Icarus. You know, the guy in Greek mythology who flies too close to the sun. In mythology Icarus is the son of the master craftsman Daedalus. Icarus and his father attempt to escape from Crete by means of wings that his father constructs from feathers and wax. 

Icarus’ father warns his son first of complacency and then of hubris; he instructs him to fly neither too low nor too high: if he flies too low, the sea's dampness will clog his wings; if he flies too high, the sun's heat will melt them.
Icarus, of course, headstrong youth that he is—he’s probably a teenager—wants to get near the sun, so he ignores his father's instructions. Lo and behold, when he gets too close to ol’ Helios, the wax in his wings melts, and he falls into the sea.

The story of Icarus always reminds me of the wonderful—and troubling—poem by W.H. Auden.
 In this poem he is looking at a painting of Icarus by Pieter Breughel.
About suffering they were never wrong,
The old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position: how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking  dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water, and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

The title of Breughel’s painting is “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.”

We should note: the title isn’t “The Fall of Icarus,” but rather “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.”

In other words, Icarus’ death—“the white legs disappearing into the green / Water”—is a momentary splash in a very large landscape, that’s all.

I’m pretty sure that many, or even most, of us have at times felt this way about life: insignificant; that nothing we do in life really matters. About life and its tragedies, life in its horrors. Two days ago, ISIS terrorists murdered 28 Coptic Christians in Egypt; two days ago, the United States—that is, we—killed, or murdered, over 100 civilians, including children, in al-Mayadin, Syria.

Now, following these horrible numbers and what they say about us human beings, the story I’m about to tell may seem ludicrous, even crazy.

Some of us from St. Paul’s were on retreat this past Wednesday to Friday at St. Andrew’s Abbey in Valyermo, out in the desert.

The abbey grounds are beautiful in their desert lushness and especially in their contemplative silence; the only loud sounds are the ringing of a bell for the four daily services, for Mass, and for meals. And—oh, yes—the quacking of the ducks who live in and around the pond.

In this solitude, where you practically fill your lungs with prayer and quiet reflection, early one morning as I was out for a walk and meditative reading, I passed by a brick enclosure near the pond that must have once been a fountain but now is completely dry. 

The brick wall was several feet high, with no visible way of entrance or exit except for a small water pipe.
And in this enclosure, this seeming-prison, was one of the pond’s turtles.

I asked the turtle, “How the heck did you get in there?”

He—or she—didn’t reply.

I scrutinized the cement trench and its brick walls. I couldn’t see any way that that turtle had gotten in there—or any way it could get out.

All I could think about was what would happen to that turtle when it got hot and the sun baked down, heating the cement.

Toasted turtle.

So I picked him up, walked him down to the pond, and put him on the dirt bank next to the water.

That was a moment of pure grace. Maybe it wasn’t for the turtle, maybe he or she knew about a way back to the pond. But it was a moment of grace for my troubled heart.

Is it Pollyannaish, or perhaps even insane, to think of one turtle amidst murderous bus attacks and airstrikes?
Is our reality on this green and stricken earth just Icarus falling into the water while a horse scratches its behind and a boat sails calmly on?

I hope not.

Much more importantly, I believe not.

Let’s listen again to one of the Collects for today:

Almighty God, whose blessed Son our Savior Jesus Christ ascended far above all heavens that he might fill all things: Mercifully give us faith to perceive that, according to his promise, he abides with his Church on earth, even to the end of the ages.

Perhaps in that turtle-moment, that one moment of grace, we—each one of us individually, and together as the Church—are the turtle.

And Christ is with us, pulling us out of trouble.

Not only that, but Christ brings us, if only for a moment, to a paradise of water and food and lush greenery.
A place where there are no enemies—neither the ones outside us who ravage and destroy, nor the enemies within that tear and rend.

A place where, as the Collect says, Christ abides.

And we with him.

Amen.
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