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Sunday, May 24th   Ascension Sunday Worship   
Trinity UMC Iron Mountain, Pastor Geri Hamlen 
 
Scripture Reading 
I’m reading this morning from the Book of the Acts. This is a summary of the final events in the 
Gospel of Luke and a look ahead to what’s next.      
 
Holy Scripture   Acts 1: 1- 11    

In the first book, Theophilus,  
I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning  

until the day when he was taken up to heaven,  
after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit 

 to the apostles whom he had chosen.  
After his suffering you’ll remember that Jesus presented himself alive  

to his friends by many convincing proofs,  
appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.  

While staying] with them, Jesus ordered them not to leave Jerusalem,  
but to wait there for the promise of the Father.  

“This,” Jesus said, “is what you have heard from me; 
 for John baptized with water,  

but you will be baptized with  the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” 
6 So when they had all come together, they asked Jesus,  

“Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?”  
Jesus replied,  

“It is not for you to know the times or periods  
that the Father has set by God’s own authority. 

 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you;  
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, 

 and to the ends of the earth.”  

When Jesus had said this, as they were watching, Jesus was lifted up,  
and a cloud took him out of their sight.  

While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven,  
suddenly two men in white robes stood by them, saying:   
“Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?  

This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven,  
will come again in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” 

 
Message of Hope--What’s Next?   Who Knows? 
Throughout this Season of Easter…who remembers me saying:  Easter isn’t just a day…it’s 
a season!   I have been talking with you about What’s Next.  What’s next for us in this 
COVID19 altered world.  What’s next for the Church.   What was next for the Disciples of 
Jesus after their Teacher and their hoped-for Messiah was executed, resurrected and 
actually came back around to talk and walk with them.  I realized this week that I could 
preach on ‘What’s Next’ for the rest of my life and still not be done…because life just keeps 
on going. New stuff keeps popping up and challenges keep happening.  
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Through all the eras of history, all the many civilizations, all the beyond billions of lives on 
this planet there is one thing that everyone, everywhere, in every time and place has in 
common.   We don’t, never have and never will, know the future.   All the prophecies, 
surveys, algorithms, and prognostication can NOT accurately predict or fully prepare us for 
what comes next.  Any more than all the teachings and miracles and parables of Jesus 
prepared the disciples for what came next in their lives after his and death and resurrection 
and ascension…to infinity and beyond. Jesus tried to tell them but they still couldn’t know 
and we can’t know either.  
 
And that is kind of disturbing, right?  Because we like to feel some sense of security that a 
forecast will become reality at least some of the time. Wouldn’t it be nice if everything 
turned out the way you expected what, 80% of the time?   That might be a little high.  
Could you live with a 60% ratio of success in predicting the outcome? 
How about 30% accuracy on the weather, the market, the trajectory of your life?  Your 
children’s lives?  The church’s chances for the future?   What % of confidence do you need 
in predicting the future, in order to feel a sense of security and peace?   
 
…Anxiety and fear seem to magnify and multiply geometrically if not exponentially when we 
are faced over and over again with unexpected outcomes and especially when the normal, 
predictable, routine ways of life are changing at a really fast pace…    
 
Bertrand Russell was one of the great thinkers of the late 19th century up to 1970 when he 
died.  A historian, mathematician, philosopher, literary giant, pacifist through the bloodiest 
century in human history.  He critiqued Joseph Conrad, author of ‘The Heart of Darkness’ 
and other literary gems saying Conrad, ‘thought of civilized and morally tolerable human life 
(he thought of it) as a dangerous walk on a thin crust of barely cooled lava which at any 
moment might break and let the unwary sink into fiery depths.’ i  That’s a pretty vivid image.  
I got that quote out of a book that I do NOT recommend for bed-time, relaxing reading.  But 
that feeling that something awful could happen at any moment can really put a damper on 
our spirits.  Free-floating dread and anxiety can suck the life out of us, if we let it.  
 
So here I am again, on this Ascension Sunday and every Sunday, assuring you that the 
Steadfast Love of God endures forever and ever and is always available to you no matter 
what level of confidence, anxiety or uncertainty is present in your life.    
If the thin layer of barely cooled lava is a real thing that could break open and plop us into 
the fiery depths that Russell talks about,   
then you also have to know that in this world, in our lives, in all of history, there also exists 
God’s power for Resurrection and Ascension…for a lifting up into the coolness of clouds, a 
rescue from harsh and cruel realities.    
 
I would like to think that the Ascension of Jesus offers us a picture of that great and loving 
God-power in the world.  A sign and signal that the worst can happen on earth but there is 
definitely something better going on wherever God is—which is everywhere and all the 
time.    
 



3 
 

That’s the assurance that I want to offer you this a.m. but….But I’m very careful about 
saying these things…because I can’t escape my reality…which may well be your reality 
too…I cannot forever ignore and deny that there is way more going on in this world and 
way more going on in the heart and mind of God than I’m ever going to be privy to or able 
to figure out.   

I am humble, let’s say anyway that I try to remember to be humble about the fact 
that more often than I care to admit:  I just don’t know the whole story about what’s going 
on.  Or what’s going to happen next.   Now or in the past or in the future.  There are just so 
many unknowns.  And we are living in a time and a place where very few of our public 
leaders are willing to admit to not knowing the whole story.  And so many of our friends and 
neighbors insist that they know everything necessary to declare truth and reality in a way 
that may or may not make sense.  

Last week I talked about how Paul had the courage to admit that he was wrong and 
to do a 180 degree turn around at the request of Jesus who said to him:  Quit it.  Just stop.  
Serve me and share God’s love with the world. Like I said then, all of us, at some time or 
another in our lives may need to have the courage to admit we’re wrong and change.  

This week, I want to encourage all of us to consider having the courage to be 
humble enough to admit that there is more going on—in this country, in other countries, in 
the news, in the world, in God’s heart than we will ever, ever know.   We just don’t know the 
whole story.   

We don’t know how and when this COVID Virus will move off the front pages of the 
paper and leave us alone.  
We don’t know why that young man jogging in Georgia got killed in broad daylight, 
videotaped and  no one was arrested for 2 months. 
We don’t know whether the governors really messed up the handling of this pandemic and 
deserve the lawsuits and insults and protests that are being thrown at them.  
We don’t know if we’re heading into another Great Depression.  

As you celebrate Memorial Day, think about all the soldiers, sailors, pilots, service 
men and women who didn’t know, and don’t know even now,   
what the politicians were and are doing.   
They don’t know what the President was thinking.   
And/or what their commanding officers were planning.  
But those good and faithful servants, our Armed Forces, to the best of their ability, went 
ahead.  Followed orders.  Overcame their fears.   And maybe died.   
So that we could have the freedom and the opportunity to think about all of these other 
things. What a privilege for us to have the luxury of knowing what we do know and the 
luxury of admitting that there is a whole lot that we don’t know.    And you don’t have to 
have an opinion or know everything in order to be a kind and loving and peaceful person.   

That gift of not having to ‘know it all’ is offered to us all.  But not everyone wants to 
accept the possibility that admitting our ignorance just might be enough to calm our hearts.  
Soothe our anxieties.  Bring us some of that blessed peace that comes when we hear 
Jesus say:  Be not afraid.  

Wouldn’t life be easier, calmer, more kind and gentle if everyone could acknowledge 
that w don’t know the whole story. 
But we do know:  Jesus didn’t stay dead.  
We do know that resurrected life, transformed life is possible.  
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And we do know that before Jesus died, he said…I will be with you always.   I go to prepare 
a place for you so that you might join me.  
We know that Jesus said:  I will send an Advocate. In our Scripture this a.m.  You will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.    
We know that God has the power to lift us out of the mess, above the fiery cauldron into a 
cool, refreshing, new life kind of place.   
God isn’t going to leave us alone.  God is going to bless this mess.   
We don’t have to know the answer to every question and the outcome to every crisis.   
We just need to know that Christ has died.  Christ has risen.  Christ will come again.    
 
And when Jesus returns, he’s going to be looking for people who are  
brave enough to admit they’re wrong  
and smart enough to know they don’t know  
and joyful enough to Praise him the Lord Hallelujah.   
God in three person, Blessed Trinity from whom all goodness flows.   
 
Prayer 
Loving God, we lift up our hearts on this Ascension Sunday, just as Jesus was lifted up to 
your very heart those many long years ago.  Bless us in our weakness and unknowing.  Fill 
our hearts with courage and humbleness.  Let us bring to you our praise and thanksgiving.    
We pray as well for those who struggle with grief and illness.   
We pray for the people in the Midland Michigan area who are struggling with floods and 
damage and loss of their homes. 
We pray for all who are helping in so many ways to keep our lives on a somewhat 
predictable and secure path.   
I lift up the prayers of the people here before you…may they feel your comfort, your 
strength and your love as they struggle with difficulties and as they celebrate their joys.   
And God bless this USA as we faithfully remember and honor those who lost their lives 
defending, preserving and serving this nation. 
This we pray in the name of Jesus who taught us….Lord’s Prayer   Amen.  
 
In closing:    I will see you  next week at 10:30 on Sunday.  Facebook Live in the Sanctuary.  
By then I should have more news about Opening the Church building. 
And always you can count on hearing the Good News of God’s steadfast and unfailing love 
for each and every single one of you.  Go in peace, knowing that the gift of not knowing 
may be exactly what you need to find some peace and security right now.       
    
 May the powerful love of Jesus  
Protect you and shield you from the sorrow of sickness.   
May God Breathe hope into you and tend to any pain and suffering you may be feeling.    
May the Holy breath/wind/Spirit be with you always until we meet again.   
Go in peace. 
 
     

i Dark Mountain Manifesto, Walking on Lava:  Selected works for Uncivilized Times, Chelsea Green Publishing, White 
River Junction, Vermont, 2017, p. 7. 

 


