
Sr Rec, 2017, John 17 and Ascension, What’s next? 

 It’s an exciting time of year, isn’t it?  Memorial Day weekend kicking off our (mythical) 

summer season,  the school year coming to a close, and for some students, like Andi, not just the 

end of a school year, but the end of a scholastic era.  Public school, K-12, has been completed.  

Graduation is at hand!  This is the end of an era for you, Andi, and you should know that we are 

proud of you and happy for you!  It’s an end not just for you, but for your family; no longer do 

Tami and Ross have a child in school.  And it’s an end not just for your family, of course, but for 

all students and families who are celebrating a graduation this spring, whether from high school, 

college, a technical school, or a graduate program. There are so many emotions that accompany 

this experience of graduation.  I remember them well from my own graduations, and also from 

those of my own children, which happened in these past years. There’s pride in what you’ve 

accomplished, as well there should be.  There’s relief that an effort undertaken has been 

successfully completed.  There’s sadness that a stage of life is coming to an end; all of the lasts: 

the last concert, the last game, the last time to eat lunch with your friends in the cafeteria, and so 

on.  And along with all of that, there is that persistent, irritating, and stressful question:  what’s 

next?  There’s a world of anxiety at times behind that question:  what’s next?  And of course, it’s 

the first question everyone asks you when you graduate from anything, right?  What’s next for 

you?  That question certainly was a cloud of anxiety hovering over my head, and over my kid’s 

heads, as I think about each graduation experienced.  And it’s such a contrast!  Because the 

entire experience of schooling tends to be predictable and routine.  You generally know what’s 

next—your next class, your next semester, your next assignment---most of that is laid out for 

you.  Life seems to be dependably scripted, and someone else is writing the script, at least in 

part.  How different, then, it is when we leave that predictability behind and are suddenly 



responsible for charting our own direction, writing our own script?  It may be exhilarating, it 

may be terrifying, and probably it’s both!  And the fact of the matter is---sometimes we don’t 

know what’s next!  Any number of graduates, including many we all know or to whom we are 

related, don’t really know what they want to do or where they’re headed.  Even those who seem 

to know will almost certainly run into surprises along the way, because the path is never as 

straight and direct as we envision.  How many students start a degree program and then change 

their minds?  How many get a degree, but have changed their major 3 or 4 times in the process?  

How many start their dream job, only to discover it’s more of a nightmare?  Even those who 

have a more definite initial goal will have to struggle for direction at some point. Lots of times, 

we just don’t know for sure what’s next--so if you, Andi, should find yourself in that position, 

please recognize that it’s absolutely typical and you have lots of company. 

 In fact, you don’t just have company in terms of other young people, of your peers.  

Throughout our lives, at all stages and phases, we face that question, often in stressful times.  

The 80 something year old, living alone in their home, who realizes they’re just one fall or health 

crisis away from having to leave their home is asking themselves:  what’s next?  The 50 year old 

whose job goes away and who has bills to pay and a retirement account to fund is asking 

themselves:  what’s next?  The 35 year old whose marriage falls apart and who is struggling with 

serious depression also asks themselves:  what’s next?  It’s a life-long question.  Not only in hard 

situations, but in situations of positive change.  The retiree celebrates the conclusion of their 

employment years, but then looks around and wonders:  what’s next?   The new Mom celebrates 

the end of pregnancy and a healthy birth, but then looks at that crying infant and wonders, 

“what’s next?”  And the high school graduate looks at the diploma in their hands and asks, 

“what’s next?” This is indeed a question that persists for all of us throughout our lives. 



 So, it shouldn’t surprise us to find that both our Scripture lessons for today providentially 

center around this issue, making for a wonderfully appropriate context for Senior Recognition 

Sunday. Our first lesson describes the ascension of Jesus.  The festival of ascension actually was 

this last Thursday; a friend of mine traveling in Norway right now reported on Facebook that 

Ascension Day is a holiday in Norway and everyone was off from work.  We haven’t tended to 

much emphasize the ascension of Christ; it gets lost in the hubbub after Easter, as things like 

Mother’s Day, graduations, Memorial Day, and then Pentecost happen.  But the Ascension is 

obviously a significant event within the narrative of the Gospel’s.  Among other things, it 

provides the answer to that question:  where’s the resurrected Christ right now?  Why don’t we 

see or hear of Him walking among us, in his risen bodily form, in our time, as he did for a period 

of time after the Resurrection?   The answer, of course, is that he’s not here in that bodily form 

among us; he has ascended.  He is present with us in the Holy Spirit,  but the inescapable 

conclusion of the Ascension is this:  since Jesus is not here in bodily form;  we are, literally, the 

risen body of Christ.  The church around the world.  Us, right here this morning.  We are the 

body of Christ in this world.  We receive the body of Christ in Holy Communion, and we are the 

body of the risen Christ in this world; we are what we eat.  Get it?  So, the Ascension both 

explains the absence of Jesus in that way he was present in the Gospels, and it also points us to 

our mission:  It’s on us to be the body of the Risen Christ.  

 But, the Ascension had a dramatic and stunning impact on Christ’s close friends and 

disciples.  Most certainly it left them asking themselves: what’s next?  In fact, there’s almost a 

bit of humor perhaps in the reading from Acts.  Jesus is lifted up, and his disciples are left gazing 

skyward with their mouths hanging open until two angels show up to say, “Close your mouths, 

lower your eyes, it’s going to be alright.  He’ll be back.”  But the disciples can’t know that for 



sure, can they?  Their Lord has left and they absolutely are wondering, “what’s next?”  And what 

do they do in the midst of their wondering?  They gather with other believers and they devote 

themselves to prayer.  

 As we look to our Gospel lesson, we back up a bit in time, back to the Last Supper, just 

before the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.  Jesus is gathered with his close friends and 

followers, likely the same group as are present at the Ascension in Acts.  And he knows this is 

his last meal with him before his death; he knows how devastated they will be, and he keeps 

trying to tell them that dramatic changes are ahead, but things are going to be all right.  They just 

need to trust God.  He knows that they will be lost and confused, wondering “what’s next?” as he 

is hanging on the cross.  And he does his best to prepare them for this by turning to God in 

prayer on their behalf.  In each instance, part of the answer to that “what’s next” question is 

prayer.  

 This morning, we will be giving you a small gift for your graduation, picked out and 

wrapped thoughtfully by Pat Meyer.  But, we’d also like to make sure you are aware of a gift that 

has already been a part of your life and continues to be:  the gift highlighted in our lessons, the 

gift of prayer.  This gift works in two ways.  First of all, we would wish for you to be a prayerful 

person.  Our own experience tells us that nothing draws us closer to God and keeps us walking in 

righteous paths than regular prayer.  We want that for you.  And secondly, we will keep you in 

our prayers.  Because again—we know from experience that prayer makes a difference.  We all 

need the prayers of others at all times and in places of life, but especially in times of transition, 

especially when we are asking “what’s next?”, we need prayer.  At this time in your life, you 

need our prayers, and you will have them.  In fact, you might be amazed to know how many 



people already pray for you:  parents, grandparents, friends, church family members, teachers, 

and so on.   

 If prayer is so important to our life of faith, let’s think on prayer for a moment.  Scripture 

is full of prayers and prayer warriors, as is the tradition of over 2000 years of the church. As we 

look to Jesus as our model for prayer, in all four Gospels, we learn a few things about prayer in 

general.  We learn, for example that Jesus prays at all times and in all places.  We see Jesus in 

prayer in the morning, in the evening, during the day, even in the middle of the night and at the 

break of dawn.  We see Jesus in prayer in private households, in the temple, in synagogues, by 

the sea, in open fields, upon mountain tops, in gardens, and in the desert wilderness.  We can 

certainly surmise from this that prayer is a 24/7 in anyplace kind of opportunity.  At home, while 

driving, working a job, lying awake at night, in times of worry, joy, or sorrow, prayer is always 

appropriate, always hopeful and helpful, always a way to connect to God.   

 We also learn that prayer is about what’s on our heart at the moment.  We see Jesus 

confronted with the sick, and he prays for their healing.  We see him in anguish in the Garden of 

Gethsemane and he prays for strength and help.  We see him hanging on the cross, surrounded 

by hateful people, and he prays for forgiveness for them.  We see him in our lesson today, 

preparing to leave his disciples, and he prays for them—because their well being in his absence 

is what’s on his heart.  We are always encouraged to pray from the heart.  This is not to say that 

prayers that are written down or memorized or have the authority of century’s worth of use are 

not helpful to our prayer life; I certainly use ritualized prayer, as have literally millions of people 

for literally thousands of years.  Jesus himself models the Lord’s Prayer for us; we can’t 

necessarily improve upon it!  So, it’s absolutely fine to use established prayers, but we are also 

invited to pray spontaneously and from the heart, as Jesus so often does.  It can be short and to 



the point, and that’s all that’s needed.  We can, from our hearts, pray for our own concerns, or 

the for the concerns of others.  Which is what Jesus does in our text today.  We call prayer for 

others intercessory prayer—that’s when we intercede before God on behalf of others.  We do this 

every Sunday as we pray for the sick, the grieving, those in harm’s way, and so forth.   We do it 

when we pray for you, Andi, today. 

 We do pray for Andi today, as an act of intercessory prayers.  And it’s intriguing to 

reflect on how closely Jesus’ specific concerns for his followers might match up with our 

concerns for Andi—or for anyone for whom we care.  Jesus prayers that God would protect his 

followers from evil and harm.  Can you imagine how earnestly the people who love you most, 

your parents and others, are praying that very prayer?  Honestly, if parents still knelt to pray 

regularly, as opposed to praying in some other posture, the knees on our pants would all be worn 

through.  Few people pray with the sincere intensity as do parents for their children.  That’s 

because we worry about you and want to protect you; just as Jesus feels about his disciples. My 

daughter’s nickname for me is Mama Bear—presumably because she recognizes a fierce desire 

to protect my cub, herself, within me.  Most parents and grandparents and all kinds of caring 

people have that desire and that concern.  A whole lot of us are Mama or Papa Bears. We know 

the world can be a dark and perilous place.  We know there are lots of roads not worth traveling 

down, even if they look kind of inviting, because they can end up injuring your soul or place you 

in harm’s way.  We pray that God would protect you from harm and evil.  

 Jesus also prayed that God would keep his followers united in spirit.  We, too, pray that 

you will remain in some kind of unity with us.  Where ever you go and what ever you do, we 

honestly want to connect with you, to stay in touch.  You are important to this Church and this 



community.  We pray that you remain in unity with your family, with your church, and with your 

community,  whatever the future holds.  

 It is necessary and proper at this time, for us to take a moment to commend those who 

have guided you to this graduation point: your parents.  Tami and Ross, you have done well.  

You have a raised a wonderful young woman.  Congratulations not only to Andi, but to you!  

And to grandparents and other family members, as well, all of whom play their important roles! 

 I also take a moment to commend our congregation.  We have played a role in Andi’s 

growing, just as we have for all our young people.  We provided Sunday School, first 

communion instruction, worship opportunities, confirmation instruction, a warm congregational 

family in which Andi has thrived.  We did so, and continue to do so for others, because that’s our 

calling:  we are the body of the risen Christ; we are the Church, and it is our privilege and duty to 

impact the lives and faith of the children and young people about us.  

 Finally, know that you enter this new phase of your life, Andi, with our prayers 

and with our love. Because you are loved---by God, who created you, who has sustained you this 

far, and who has big dreams for you; by your family, who has invested in you the very best they 

had to give—their hearts, their time, their energy, their patience; and you are loved by this 

community and congregation.  You are loved, and what we want to say to you today is: keep the 

faith.  Your faith in God will make a greater difference in your life than anything else can make.  

God is your biggest fan and your best friend and your staunchest ally, and that’s saying a lot.  

Keep the faith.  Don’t see your graduation from high school as a graduation from everything 

with which you grew up.  Where ever life may take you, you will always belong here, to your 

family, to this church, to this community of Knife River.   



 On behalf of this church, I congratulate and bless you on your graduation from high 

school.  What ever the answer to your “what’s next” question may be, we pray that God will 

open doors for you and make a way for you.    Live your life.  Embrace possibilities.  Learn.  

Work.  Play.  Pray.  Search.  Grow.  And in times that are challenging, or when that “what’s 

next” question feelings overwhelming, remember that Christ himself prays for you—for your 

protection, for your unity with those who love you, and guides your forward. Amen.  

 

  


