HOMILY for the 7th. SUNDAY of EASTERTIDE [C] of the Ascension, May 16th., 2010.
· There are two homilies for today, the second being for the First Communion Mass

“May they all be one”

Well, the nail-biting is all over and we now know the outcome.   Mr. Clegg and Mr. Cameron have jumped into the same bed together, metaphorically speaking, and have been filmed in the rose garden of No. 10 joking and intently listening to each other rather than shouting from opposite sides of the Commons.
A pity no honorary place in the Cabinet could be found for Mrs. Gillian Duffy of Rochdale – “that woman” – who upset the apple cart single-handed;  she would have done well as a Minister for Europe with her robust views.    And poor Mr. Brown is now left standing on the street corner selling copies of the Bigot Issue ...  I’m sorry, that should be “Big Issue”.

And we have a coalition – for how long, who knows?   “Coalition.”   My dictionary tells me this word comes from the Latin verb alo, ‘to feed’, originally two different plants feeding off the same root and so growing together.   I don’t think that’s exactly what we now have as our Government.

I would like to think of “coalition” has coming from the Latin ala, meaning a ‘wing’.    Two wings coming together.   That’s more like what we have.   Also it has a certain religious overtone, like angels.   In Ezekiel chapter 1, where there is a vision of Heaven, the creatures have wings outstretched, but when the Almighty One speaks, they stand with lowered wings drawn in.    Like a coalition, in fact.   It would be nice to think the Clegg-Cameron coalition might result in deeper reverence for the Almighty, but I wouldn’t bank on it.

This is a Government of unity only in theory.   In fact most unity is only theory.   Take the euro.   You can’t have one currency with umpteen different budget policies.   You can’t put together thrifty Northerners and laid-back Southerners like our Greek friends drinking ouzo under the trees.   “A few fibs to Brussels about the state of our economy, what’s that between friends?”    An impossible ideal.

Jesus’ great speech at the Last Supper, according to John’s Gospel, concludes with his prayer for unity.   Although he is at the supper table, his mind is pushing forward, to the time in the Church’s year which we are celebrating now:  the Ascension, which is not a desertion;  and the sending of the Holy Spirit, which ensures his abiding invisible presence.

Jesus has a massive vision of unity:  the apostles, the other disciples, those who have yet to believe, those far away in pagan darkness.    Jesus recognises that such unity will be beyond the reach of some:  “the world has not known you”, he says;  some will not come to believe.   It is a mystery: God’s purposes being fulfilled while some are actually obstructing them.
Jesus says that he has given his followers “glory”.   “I have given them the glory you gave to me.”   But what glory?   Hardly the Ascension into Heaven;  the disciples are going to remain on earth.

The “glory” must surely reside in being able to relate everything to God the Father, as Christ himself does.   Everything, but not without a struggle.   Time and time again we come back to that critical time in the Garden of Gethsemane and on the Cross:  “Father, take this cup away from me!”;  “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”

The “glory” consists of Jesus being free to pray these thoughts, these doubts.   He was not a clone, a machine.   And the disciples, and ourselves, will certainly not be.

That is the true nature of unity:  to share an underlying freedom.    The disciples are of every conceivable kind.  In serving Christ, they also argue, show fear, boast, jostle for position, betray, and sometimes behave in a noble manner.   In a topsy-turvy way this, all of this, is their “glory”.    The disciples are not brainwashed.   In their fumbling human way, they are still relating to Christ.

Last Sunday we saw how everything Jesus did was “peace”.   Now we see that everything that happens in his name – truly in his name, not just using his name as a smoke screen – is “glory”.   As frail human beings, we have the opportunity to intend that our words and works should be for God.   As Jesus says:  “Father, I have made your name known to them”.   We know where we should aim.   We will not all act in the same way, nor think the same, and the results will not all be equally good.    But our sincere following of the path represents our “glory”.

I used to be a smiling, sunny individual – believe it or not! – but now I seem to be objecting to so many things that I am in danger of becoming the Church’s version of Victor Meldrew.    One of the phrases I particularly detest is “best practice”.   We get this at clergy meetings:  our attention is drawn to somebody who represents “best practice”.   The person concerned preens themselves with glorious self-righteousness while everybody else smiles at them in apparent approval but in fact is stabbing them to death a thousand times with their mental carving knives.
We need to remember that unity – especially “all do it my way” – is not something we present to God to gain his approval.   Unity is a gift which he gives to us.   And God’s gifts are not restricted to one size and one type.

As long as we genuinely pray “may this be in your name”, then whatever we say or whatever we do, and however successful or unsuccessful we may be, however quick-witted or however cumbersome, God will step in and do the rest.   He will set his seal on us.    This is “unity”, the ultimate coalition, a coalition between ourselves and Him.
“Me in them and you in me”   [First Holy Communion Mass]

Dear children and families, I’ve just been reading about a holy man in India.   His name is Prahlad Jani and he is aged 83.   He says he has spent the last 70 years of his life without eating any food or drinking any water.  He says he was blessed by a goddess who gave him special powers.
His only contact with water is when he gargles or has a bath.   Now I thought he must be cheating.   He must have special vitamins in his toothpaste;  or when he has a bath he must duck under the surface and swallow about two pints of bath water.

But no!   Mr. Jani has just spent two weeks in a hospital in the Indian state of Gujarat, being carefully watched, and taking all sorts of tests on his body, his brain, his heart and his lungs.   And indeed he did not once eat or drink.   Or go to the lavatory, which is not surprising, for if nothing has gone in, nothing can come out.   Mind you, a fortnight’s not long compared with 70 years.
The experts think he might be getting his energy from some other source, like the sun.  Obviously that wouldn’t work in England.   But they say that, if we could understand him, it might be very useful, for example, for soldiers in the desert, or for people trapped in buildings in earthquakes.

Well, maybe.   But Mr. Jani – who is not a Christian - has faith.   Without faith he would get nowhere.
Jesus enjoyed his food and drink, as far as we know, and some people criticised him for it.   John the Baptist was rather different:  he survived on locusts and wild honey, though a friend of mine tells me that is very rich in protein.

But Jesus also went without food for 40 days in the desert.   I used to think that was an exaggeration.   Now, reading about Mr. Jani, I’m not so sure.

Let me tell you about a Portuguese lady who has been honoured by the Church.   Her name is Blessed Alexandrina da Costa.    For the last 13 years of her life, from 1942 to 1955, the only food she had was Holy Communion, the Body of Christ.    Not even the Blood of Christ, as that was not given to people then, although it will be given to you.      When the doctors asked Alexandrina, she told them:  “I eat only Holy Communion”.    And when they received her answer, they walked quietly away, being very reverent.   That probably wouldn’t happen now.   If you said that now in hospital, they would probably all start laughing, or lock you up.

In just a little while from now, children, you are going to receive Holy Communion for the first time.   Could you live on Holy Communion alone?   Don’t panic!   You aren’t going to be asked to!   You are going home afterwards for a party and you can stuff yourselves on burgers, chocolate cake, peanut butter and ice cream.   And we have a party here for you next week.

But Holy Communion looks so small!    And yet, it’s everything.

We have heard Jesus speaking to his friends at the Last Supper.   He was going to be killed, then to be raised from the dead, and to leave this earth – his Ascension, as we call it.   But he is worried that his followers will think he has left them.   They won’t be able to see him, so they will think he just isn’t there!

But if we have faith, it may seem as if Jesus is not here, but he is.    It may seem we have only a tiny piece of bread and a sip of wine, but we have Jesus!

Somebody walking into this church off the street now couldn’t understand.   “What are they all doing in this empty building?   Where is this “God”?   What on earth are they eating and drinking?   Is that God?   Are they crazy?”
But they don’t have the gift of faith.   We can help people to receive faith by showing we really believe.   Some people won’t like us because we love Jesus and believe he is here.   They won’t treat us reverently, the way those doctors in Portugal did with Blessed Alexandrina.

But if they see us behaving as if we have received God in Communion, then they may start thinking.   They may be puzzled.    And then they may realise.   “That IS Jesus!”   And then they may believe.
Just like the doctors in India, who don’t yet understand Mr. Jani, but know there is something wonderful there.

