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Luke 24:44-53

The New Presence Within
Last Thursday, June 2nd was the Day of Ascension—the day Jesus rose from this earth and returned to his rightful place at the right hand of God.  I was in Baltimore that day with a group of people who are interested in Theology and Peace.  We are studying the ways religion so often gets expressed violently and we were thinking about how to change that.  Our way of working for change involves pointing to Jesus, the Christ, as revealed in the Bible, and particularly in the four Gospels.  Based on what we see in scripture, we believe Jesus was a man of peace who showed us the actual character of God and the God he showed us is quite different from the God many of us carry in our heads and sometimes deep in our hearts.  

There were eighty-eight of us who came from all parts of the country and Canada.  I probably get the prize for being the one who came the farthest.  On Thursday, the Day of Ascension, we ended our time together by sharing in communion.  It was wonderful!  In spite of myself, tears came to my eyes, and at points my emotion prevented me from singing.  This doesn’t usually happen to me in worship with strangers.  Sometimes it happens here with you, but never at Annual Conference or in generic worship.   I don’t know why it happened in Baltimore.  I noticed that many in the group were similarly moved.  

I have known some of these people since 2005, the year I first encountered mimetic realism at a conference near Red Post, New York.  That event had been entitled “Making Peace” and when I went I was not sure what I was getting myself into.  Maybe it would turn into practical strategy for peace-making; maybe the whole thing was a goose chase and a money wasting dud.  But somehow I felt called.  Already I had been exposed to Girard’s way of approaching the Bible but it was hard to follow and demanding, though deeply moving when I made the effort.  

The conference turned out to be a life changing experience for me and I knew then that I had made contact with a way of living my faith and thinking that I would be exploring for the rest of my life.  This way of viewing things allowed me to combine my early and life-saving belief in Jesus, which had come under assault during my years of studying psychology, with an adult theology that I found breathtaking.  Using it, I began seeing patterns that explained mysteries in my own life and the in world around me.  Maybe I could be a person of faith without sacrificing my thinking.  All of this was very exciting to me.

What I couldn’t see at the time was how deeply in trouble I was.  I didn’t know that my world needed to come unglued so as to be re-glued in a new way.  But in hind sight I can see this was beginning to happen.  The great transition in my life had begun.  The world was opening up and the forces that had kept me restrained all those years were being challenged.  Who would think that a change in the way I thought about God and a more depth-full understanding of my own humanity would cause such upheaval.

In the winter of 2006 we decided to move to Oregon.  Our children were here and we wanted to be a more active part of their lives.  Neither my wife nor I had grown up in Michigan, where we then lived, and I had always thought that I would like to move east or west before we retired.  Was our moving out west an indulgence of some sort, rooted in something unhealthy or was it a dream we should embrace?  God wasn’t being highly communicative on this.  We prayed about it and then decided to move.  If a way opened up, then it was God’s will.  If not, then we would stay in Michigan.  

As you know, we came to Oregon and you welcomed us here.  We came as strangers and aliens, and I for one, came with my deep wounds.  While for me the move had been toward life, the deep prohibitions that told me my role and lot was to be unhappy and dark; rebelled massively.  I fell into the severest depression of my life and those of you who were here will remember it, though I tried to hide it.  I did my job as your pastor to the best of my ability but my ability was severely curtailed.  Those were very hard times and I am glad we are through them.

But you are wondering, how does this relate to my friends in Baltimore and to my tears in worship?  One of my friends in Baltimore was Tony Bartlett, who saw my brokenness and prayed with me back in 2005 at the Homestead Retreat Center.  Now, six years later, at this weeks conference, he observes my new and emerging freedom and says to me, “Tom, you have changed.  You were always a nice guy but now you are much looser and not nearly so quite.”  I said, “Yes, the Holy Spirit had been at work in me in ways far deeper than I understand.  I am changing profoundly and it’s wonderful.”  I then said, “You know Tony; I was in real trouble then.”  “I know,” he said.  

I wanted to give Tony a deeper explanation for how I had changed.  I said, “When we were together in 2005 I didn’t know the extent to which I was controlled by another voice in my head besides the voice of God.  (I am not talking about a psychotic voice here—I am talking about the small “o” “other” whose, less than benevolent desires toward me, I had made a part of “myself” many years before.)  In my case, the other voice in my head wanted me to be unhappy, dark and sad.  It was a voice I had heard early in life and then forgotten from whence it had come.  When I defied this voice and moved to Oregon, where there was much to make my heart glad, this old voice, who has never been for me and always against me; this other voice, roared and threatened to devour me.  I quivered in fear but prayed, got help and then stood my ground—that’s how I understand my depression.

What the old voice could not contend with was a new presence with whom I discovered myself to be in alliance.  This new voice was totally for me and there was no ambivalence about it.  In fact, this new voice defended me against the oppressor’s accusations saying my oppressor had lied about me all along.  I had never been the way my oppressor said I was.  This new presence testified on my behalf and declared me lovable and valuable.  I found it all quite convincing, particularly when I prayed and worshipped with you.  

This new presence also helped me believe that the story of Jesus revealed the way the world works; how it always wants to accuse and exclude, separate and isolate, darken and destroy.  But this tendency toward accusing and condemning has been exposed and its demise assured when from the cross Jesus forgave us humans and then God raised Jesus to show us his forgiving power was permanent and effective.  From then on our victims are nothing more than our victims.  God does not see them as we do.  Our violent and excluding ways have nothing to do with God.  The ones we hate or accuse are not evil, like we had thought they were; nor are we evil, though our accusers have told us we were.  We are all loved.  This is what Jesus came to show us.
We who believe are coming to know this truth because the Paraclete, the defender of the accused, the very Spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, is now in us.  This was the new presence that had entered me in a fresh and more powerful way in 2005.  This presence is still helping me caste out the old voice that has never been my friend and always been my accuser.   

But now for your final question!  How does all of this fit with the Ascension of Jesus?  Jesus told his disciples that ten days after the Day of Ascension, on what we call, the Day of Pentecost, he would send his Spirit, the Paraclete, who would be inside us always.  Next Sunday we will celebrate the coming of the Spirit on Pentecost Sunday.  To describe the effect this Spirit has and how we are to use it, Jesus said:  “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses…to the ends of the earth.”   This morning I have given witness to the presence and power of the Spirit in my life these past six years.  We are not at the end of the earth here but we are close.  It was Jesus’ Ascension to the right hand of God that made this coming of his Spirit possible.  Now Jesus is inside us and also at the right hand of God. Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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