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Ascension C (May 29, 2022 STM: 5:15) 
 
My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, today we celebrate the Ascension of the Lord.  To 
us Ascension almost seems like a celebration of the Lord’s absence.  But that’s not what the 
framers of the liturgical year intended.  The days’ focus is supposed to be the great commission 
to ‘make disciples of all the nations,’ but we often identify more with the disciples who stood 
there gazing up at the sky, wondering what to do next, and those few disciples who had 
‘entertained doubts’ seem more familiar to us than those who had rushed out to save the 
world.  What we experience by different names and at different times are the distractions at 
prayer, the shouting out for God in a world bent on destruction and the grieving for our loved 
ones who die.  
 
I want to talk to today about the God of Absence. The God of Absence.  What are we to do 
when God seems utterly absent from the world?  Over the last two weeks, we have witnessed 
horror.  We have seen a racially motived attack where 10 people were gunned down Black 
people at a supermarket in Buffalo.  We have seen someone enter a church in Laguna Woods, 
CA and kill a parishioner.  A disgruntled employee entered a restaurant in Atlanta and opened 
fire.  And this week, we witnessed another school shooting. 19 elementary students were killed 
along with 2 teachers.  Evil. Pure Evil. There is no other way to say it.  Where was God in all of 
this? What are we to do with the silence, the absence of God in situations like this and in the 
situations of our lives when all we want is for this God we worship to do something.  
  
I want to share with you the experience of Arie Brouwer.   
 
Prior to his death in 1993, Brouwer was a leader in the Reformed Church of America. He was a 
spiritual man who remained faithful to God throughout his struggle with cancer, the illness that 
eventually killed him. His struggle to apply his faith to the experience of dying helped him see 
the help of the Lord as something between the extremes of total solution and no help at all.  
During that final battle with the disease, Brouwer gave a talk in which he discussed his illness. 
He explained that while he was coming back from a doctor’s appointment following surgery, 
one of his sons, who was with him, said, “Dad, ... you said something about living by faith. What 
does that mean under these circumstances?”  Brouwer said, “It means that whatever happens, I 
still believe that in some way God and I are together in this and that’s the way I need to live my 
life because it is what I believe. My whole life has been a love affair with God. I am not about to 
give that up because I have cancer.”  
 
Then his son said, “But what does it mean to have faith in God? It doesn’t seem right to me. 
You, and Mom, too, have spent a lot of your life trying to make this a better world for people to 
live in. This is a very strange way to be paid back.”  Brouwer replied, “Steve, I don’t believe that 
God wants me to have cancer, but what I have come to believe during these days is that God 
can’t do anything about it. That raises some very fundamental questions for me about what I’ve 
been taught and believed over the years about the almightiness of God, because if God can’t 
stop this, then I have to come to some new understanding of God’s almightiness or perhaps 
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reject it altogether. I haven’t had time to think about that yet because I am too busy dealing 
with all sorts of survival questions, but I am going to work on it for that Lenten sermon. ...”  
Brouwer began to study what the Bible said about the almightiness of God, and that led to a 
breakthrough in his thinking. Here in his own words is what he discovered: “I found that God’s 
almightiness is spoken of 10 times in the New Testament, and get this: All but one of those 
times are in the book of Revelation — the end of history. I looked at those texts and the one 
exception in Corinthians, and I found out that every one of them has to do with God’s ultimate 
triumph in history. That at the end of history, God’s love and justice and peace and well-being 
will prevail and that God will prevail in the struggle and that God is with us in the struggle. And I 
said to myself, ‘Arie, why in the world haven’t you always understood it that way before?’”  
 
God is with us in the struggle.  I think it is important for us to be able to see life this way.   We 
seem to be best at recognizing the absence of the Lord, the empty tomb.  Or, like the Galilee 
disciples, we spend a lot of time looking up at the sky, chanting, “Where are you now?”  What 
we really need help with is recognizing the Lord’s presence, always.  We need help to know that 
God is there, in the struggle.  
 
This celebration of the Lord’s absence gives us the chance to stand on the mountain top 
admitting to one another our experience of missing the Lord.  But beyond being an opportunity 
for us to concede that we are not very good at recognizing the presence of Jesus, the 
celebration of the Ascension also affirms our hope that someday, maybe even today for some 
of us, we will receive the insight to ‘know him clearly.’  That the God of so many promises, we 
will discover, has kept the pledge to be among us always.  That one day, as out of the blue, the 
Lord will be as close and as real to us as the bread-and-wine-become-Body-and-Blood we share 
here.  And on that day, we will look back on all our longing, all our calling and searching of the 
horizon, and we will know our faith was not in vain.  (adapted from Liturgical Conference, May 
2005, p. 18-19) 
 
We recognize that we will not always have the answers that we want in life.  Some things will 
never make sense to us.  We recognize that we will know the God of presence and the God of 
absence.  I think Jesus had times when we tremendously felt the presence of his Father. He 
spoke of how He and the Father are one.  Yet we also know that Jesus cried out on the cross: 
“my God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”  Our experience is probably the same at 
different points in our life. What does the Lord ask of us? Faithfulness and perseverance. I think 
about the Saint -Mother Theresa of Calcutta.  She was someone who had an interior life of 
darkness for most of her life as we found out after her death.  She felt God was distant, absent. 
Yet, Mother continued to serve and serve the poor.  She was faithful, she never gave up.  She 
was quoted as saying: “If ever become a saint---I will surely be one of darkness.”  You can read 
more about her struggles with faith and darkness in a book “Come, be my light.”  
 
Darkness comes and covers the earth of our lives, our cities and our hearts sometimes. Yet, I 
am convinced that God has not abandoned us.  God can seem absent, yes. But that is why we 
have this place-church-where we keep coming back to remind us that God has not left us.  
Soon, we will receive Christ in Communion.  That is the closest that God can be to us, for he fills 
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us in a very literal sense.   May the God of presence, the God of the struggle and the God of 
absence bless us today and every day. Amen.  
  
 
   
 
 


