CAUGHT UP IN ALL THE GLORY OF GOD

In Shakespeare’s play “Twelfth Night,” most of the cast are confused for most of the
time. There is this young man called Cesario who keeps appearing in more than one
place at one time. Antonio the sailor says that Cesario has been staying with him for
the last three months and Count Orsino declares this to be impossible because Cesario
has been employed as his servant for that same period of time. Beautiful Lady Olivia
throws her arms around Cesario and calls him “husband,” the husband she had
married just that afternoon; Cesario pushes her away, looking totally blank and denies
that he has even seen her that day. At that precise moment Sir Toby runs in with blood
pouring from his forehead, claiming that Cesario has just hit him, when for the last
twenty minutes Cesario has been onstage in full view of the cast. As the play reaches
its climax, everybody is getting very cross and there is a lot of shouting going on.
Then suddenly: total silence. The cast gaze in open-mouthed horror as they see
Cesario now apparently standing both on the left hand side of the stage and on the
right. ““How have you made division of yourself?”” whispers Antonio. The answer of
course is the one which the audience have known all along- identical twins.

I was in a similar situation myself once, only this time it was a cat that confused me. |
owned a large black cat and he was a very clever and resourceful animal. But I could
not understand how it was that | saw him one minute curled up on the bed and the
next at the bottom of the garden. How could he simultaneously be standing out in the
road in front of the house and lurking in the bushes at the back of the house. Again,
there was a rational explanation: without knowing it, | had become the owner of two
black cats. The second cat was a stray who had worked out that the best possible place
in which to take refuge was the house in which there was another black cat.

Flesh and blood is flesh and blood and, as such, is subject to physical limitations. A
man or a cat with a body made up of flesh and blood cannot be in two places at once
because our physical bodies are constricted by the laws of space and time. If my body
is now in the pulpit and would prefer to be in the pub then it must move from the one
place to the other. It must occupy a different space at a different time. It cannot be
simultaneously in both pub and pulpit. This is basic natural science.
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Many people have found it difficult to believe in a God they cannot see. It all seems
suspiciously like a con trick to them. How can they, as rational human beings be
expected to believe in, to obey, to be guided by a god who is not visible? Why cannot
God take a physical form? Then we could see him with our eyes, we could hear him
with our ears, we could touch him and be sure that he was real. We would have proof
that God exists. We could show him to people who say that they do not believe.

But if God had a physical form then God would surely be subject to physical
limitations. God could only be found in one place at one time. If he were here in this
church at 10:30 on a Sunday morning, then he could not also be at the Methodist
Church down the road or at All Saints” Church on the other side of the High Street.
Maybe God could do as the Pope does and minister to thousands in a great open space
like St Peter’s Square in Rome but even so, there would be millions more who would
not see him or hear him.



God would also be subject, in a way, to our limitations. If he could be heard with the
human ear then those who were hearing-impaired would not hear him. If he could be
seen with the human eye then those who were sight-impaired would not see him. If
God spoke to us as | am now speaking to you then we would have to rely on our
memories to recall what it was he said. Did he say that? | don’t remember him saying
that? Are you sure that is what he said? And as God would have to move on quickly,
to speak to as many people as possible in as a short a time as possible, the influence of
his words would gradually fade as other influences crowded back into our lives and
even those words of his which we had taken the precaution of writing down would
start to invite different interpretations-that is what he said but was that what he
meant? And as by now he would be working his way around the African continent,
we would not be able to ask him.

If God were a physical being then I would imagine him as not much more than a
brilliant minister, a great national leader, a media superstar- inspiring, powerful
maybe but still only available to a limited number of people at any one time and
subject to the limitations of their experience at that one time.

God could not be omnipotent-all powerful. He could not be omniscient-all knowing.
He could not be omnipresent-everywhere at once, if he had a physical form. In short,
God would not be “God.”
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If we can accept this argument though, it still leaves us with a problem. If we are
physical beings and God is non-physical, then what can this God possibly have to do
with us and what have we got to do with him? How can we, who live in a physical
world, have any kind of relationship with a God who lives a non-physical existence?
We have nothing in common.

God can understand the universe as it is set in the context of eternity; we can only
understand what we are able to see during our “threescore years and ten.”

God can know everything there is to know because he has unlimited scope; we can
only know as much as our minds, memories and experience have room for.

God can make rules for living which cause him-who is infinite love, power and
wisdom- no trouble at all. But we, as physical creatures, get tired, we lose our
tempers, we make mistakes, we forget things, we get colds in our heads and stones in
our kidneys and bunions on our feet, none of which bring out the best in us.

A lot of people then will say that they believe in some kind of “divine power” but
they cannot believe in a God who is actually involved with us. They cannot relate to
any kind of “personal” God. As they see it, we are what we are-limited by physical
bodies and a physical world. And God is what He is- unhampered by any limitations
whatsoever. So how can he possibly understand us and how can we possibly
understand him? There is a great gulf between God and the human race and where are
you going to find a bridge to span that?

The answer for us lies, of course, in Jesus Christ. As that ancient hymn from
Colossians says, Christ is the image of the unseen God... God made all his fullness to
dwell in him. In Jesus Christ we were able to see the essence of God in a human life.
That which was divine did take the form of a physical body.



In Jesus, men and women saw and heard and touched a human creature who needed to
eat and drink and sleep, who got tired, who felt scared, who lost his temper, who
suffered pain, whose body was tortured to death.

But they also experienced in Jesus the fullness of God as they received a love which
knew no limits, as they accepted a forgiveness which made them whole again, as they
listened to teaching which sounded simple, yet which made so much sense, as they
saw how bodies could be healed, minds made strong and inner demons driven out.
They saw the human and the divine in perfect unity. This was why, in Jesus Christ
God was able to reconcile the human race to himself. He was able to demonstrate that
it was possible for the human and the divine, the physical and the non-physical to
come together. We saw him, we heard him, we touched him, the eternal Word of life,
wrote St John. Now we have communion with God and our joy is complete.
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The final chapter in Jesus’ life as a human being was the one we heard today. Despite
having come back from death itself, Jesus must now leave his followers on earth. He
must set aside his human existence. It cannot have been easy for those people to see
him go. It cannot have been easy for him to leave them. Yet, when he had spoken to
them about this earlier, he had stressed that this was necessary. It is for your good that
I go. Why was this?

If you have read the Mary Poppins’ stories, you will remember that she is some kind
of exceptional person who descends from the sky to become Nanny to the Banks’
children and who, when her work is done, flies off back into the sky. At the end of the
last story, when the children know that they will not see her again, they make a wish
upon a star: they wish that for the rest of their lives they will remember Mary Poppins
and all the important things that she had taught them.

They are lovely stories and you can see some similarities with the stories of Jesus.
The Ascension does sound rather like Mary Poppins taking off into the sky and many
pictures painted of that event show Jesus literally flying off into the clouds. And
Jesus’ disciples, like the Banks’ children obviously make up their minds to remember
everything they can about him. They talk about him constantly and, as time goes by,
they write their memories down in the Gospels.

But Mary Poppins, despite having done some extraordinary things, remains a physical
person. Her body takes off into the clouds and remains permanently in a different
place. And the children, although they will remain deeply influenced by her, will
inevitably forget a lot as time goes by.

Jesus needs to do better than this. If he is going to keep his followers in touch with
God then he will need somehow to remain with his people, to be an ongoing presence
in their physical lives day by day, week by week, year after year, in all that they do.
He will need to be as real and as present to them in fifty years’ time as he was on that
hillside in Jerusalem.

And this is why he has to go. He has to set aside his physical existence. He has to rise
above the boundaries of space and time so that he can, as God, fill all things and be
present to all people. This is what his Ascension was about: leaving his followers in
one sense so that he can remain permanently with them in another; moving out of the
world in order to be able to fill the world.
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And this is why we today can preach a God who is divine, yet present in the physical
things of life; a God who is able to reach us and fill us and interact with us in the
places where we are; a God who is not remote and “other-worldly” but a God who is
inextricably bound up with our lives in this world. We preach Jesus Christ, God once
human, now for ever with us.

When we break bread together, do we not share in the body of Christ, we ask at our
Communion Service?

When we drink wine, do we not share in the very lifeblood of Christ?

This is how it all works:

When we love, we love with the love of Christ;

When we forgive out of love, we share in the forgiving power of Christ;

When we make sacrifices in love, we share in the self-sacrifice of Christ

When we show compassion to those in need, we share in the compassion of Christ
When we bring healing to others we share in the power of Christ
When we are passionate about peace and justice, we share in the passion of Christ

When we work and create we share in the creativity of Christ

When we bring about renewal after destruction we share in the miracle-working of
Christ

When we search for truth we share in the wisdom of Christ

When we suffer, we suffer with Christ;

When we die we die with Christ;

Then we are raised with Christ and, like him, we are “caught up into all the glory of
God.”

I would like to finish with the poem of Edmund Banyard, from which the title of this
sermon was taken. Poem called “Ascension.”

Lost to sight in the clouds! Taking off, jet propelled like a human rocket to return to-
where? Is that how it was, the Ascension?

Or.. caught up into all the glory of God and so here-and everywhere; no longer
imprisoned by physical limitations; unseen, but not unexperienced.

One with the Father Jesus takes into the Godhead all that it means to be human.
And so | know that I am known by the Almighty. Known and understood.

Amen.



