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A reading comes from the Gospel of John 17:1-11. 

17 After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, “Father, the hour has 
come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, 2 since you have given him authority over 
all people, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3 And this is eternal life that they 
may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 4 I glorified you on 
earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. 5 So now, Father, glorify me in your own 
presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed. 

6 “I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, 
and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. 7 Now they know that everything you 
have given me is from you; 8 for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they 
have received them and know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you 
sent me.  

9 I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those 
whom you gave me, because they are yours. 10 All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I 
have been glorified in them. 11 And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, 
and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that 
they may be one, as we are one. 

 This ends the reading from the Gospel of John.  Thanks be to God. 
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Today is the last day of our Earth Justice series.  Today is our Peace Theology Sunday.  Because 
Earth Justice is deeply and irrevocably intertwined with peace.  Peace can only come with Justice.  And 
justice requires the goal and sustainability of peace. 

This is Memorial Day weekend. A time when our country acknowledges and honors the 
sacrifices and bravery of our military veterans who have fallen. 

And today is also what the church calls Ascension Sunday. The day when Jesus ascends into 
heaven. That’s what Jesus was referring to in our Gospel reading this morning.  So let me set the stage 
for you: 

Jesus has had three years of ministry; of disrupting the norm; of resisting evil; of healing and 
teaching and preaching and praying. Then, because this kind of radical hospitality and radical love is 
almost always threatening to the powers that be, they killed him, crucified him. Yet three days later, he 
rose from the dead because, as you know, when all seems lost, that’s when resurrection happens.   

And from Easter until now, Jesus has been appearing to his close circle of followers – walking 
with them on the Road to Emmaus, showing his wounds, sharing meals, talking with Mary, speaking of 
things that were quickly recognized by the disciples.  And here, in this text from John, Jesus is now ready 
for his ascension into heaven.  Here, in this text, Jesus prays to God about his imminent departure.  And 
Jesus is praying hard – now you know all about praying hard, don’t you?   

I’m talking, dropping to your knees and sliding across the bedroom floor, and with your elbows 
on the mattress, head bowed low, your hands folded together and from deep, deep down within you 
first comes the appeal for God of all Creation, God of all glory, God of all Being to listen, be present here, 
now. Next comes the situation – here’s what I’ve done, what I’ve tried to do – here’s what you had 
asked me to do, what you had called me to do.  And then, then comes the request – protect them, guide 
them, may they be one.  Yes, O God, may they be one. 

This is a beautiful story from John.  But this Ascension Sunday has always been a curious thing to 
me – not that Jesus would go to heaven.  I figure that is a given, don’t you?  If anybody is going to make 
it to heaven, I believe it is going to be Jesus, yes? Can I get an Amen?   

But what I don’t get is why it has taken so long?  I mean, Jesus rose from the dead on Easter 
morning – that was six weeks ago.  How come he is still hanging around?  What’s he waiting for?  What 
has been the delay?  It’s as if his flight has been delayed with a mechanical problem – maybe the 
coffeemaker broke and they need to get a new part, or maybe the landing gear doesn’t work, but you 
would think this particular plane doesn’t need landing gear, or maybe the pilot isn’t ready and, well, I 
think of God as “always ready.”  I just wonder, why was Jesus’ flight delayed? What does Jesus do in the 
in-between time that was so important that it delayed his return to heaven? 

Naomi Shihab Nye tells the story of how she was wandering around the Albuquerque airport. 
Her flight had been delayed, and she heard an announcement: “If anyone near Gate A-4 understands 
Arabic, please come to the gate immediately.” Gate A-4 was her own gate, so she went there. 
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An older woman was crumpled on the floor, wailing. In her traditional Palestinian embroidered 
dress, this older woman reminded Naomi of her own grandmother. 

“Talk to her,” urged the flight agent. “We told her the flight was going to be late, and she did 
this.” 

Naomi said: “I stooped to put my arm around the woman and spoke haltingly. “Shu-dow-a, shu-
bid-uck, habibti? Stani schway, min fadlick, shu-bit-se-wee?” She stopped crying. She thought the flight 
had been canceled. She needed to be in El Paso for a medical treatment the next day.  

I said, “You’ll get there, just late. Who is picking you up? Let’s call him.” 

We called her son. In English, I told him that I would stay with his mother until we got on the 
plane. She talked with him. Then we called her other sons just for fun. Then we called my dad, and they 
spoke for a while in Arabic and found out that they had ten shared friends. After that, I called some 
Palestinian poets I know and let them chat with her. 

She was laughing a lot by then, patting my knee, answering questions. She pulled a sack of 
homemade mamool cookies—little crumbly mounds stuffed with dates and nuts and topped with 
sugar—from her bag and offered them to the women at the gate. To my amazement, no one declined. It 
was like a sacrament. The traveler from Argentina, the mom from California, the lovely woman from 
Laredo—we were all smiling, covered with the same sugar. 

I looked around that gate and thought, This is the world I want to live in. One with no 
apprehension. This can still happen anywhere, I thought. Not everything is lost.” 

Why was Jesus’ flight delayed on his return to heaven? 

Talk to Laura Louie about the overwhelming kindness she and her two small daughters 
experienced in a far distant corner of Canada, called Gander, Newfoundland, that was briefly 
transformed by a twist of history into an international aviation hub. "We were completely taken care 
of," she remembers. "For everyone else, 9/11 has a heavy connotation. But for me it was when I was 
reminded what humanity is." 

Monica Burke, a 44-year-old emergency dispatcher from Seattle said: "Our whole world was in 
chaos. We didn't even know where we were except that we were in some weird time zone in Canada. I 
didn't know when I was getting home, but these people basically put their lives on hold. I mean, their 
kids couldn't go to school because we were using the schools as shelters. 

"Bus drivers came off strike to drive us. Pharmacists came to the shelters and said 'What do you 
need?' and nobody asked for money. It's pretty incredible that they were able to respond like that, 
especially with short notice." 

You see it turns out that Gander, Newfoundland, has the longest runway on the east coast of 
Canada. It was originally built in 1938 in anticipation of World War II because long-distance flights to 
Europe at that time were risky without one final stop for refueling. A runway long enough to handle the 
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more than 200 planes and 33,000 people that were diverted to Canada. Some planes were refueled and 
redirected or turned back around, others required to land here.   

Almost 7,000 people -- crew and passengers -- entered this small town of 10,000 people. 
Strangers, doubling the size of the town overnight, with the news repeating the horrors of the terrorist 
attacks in New York and Washington DC and Pennsylvania.  

While the news cycle endlessly repeated the story of evil in this world, while politicians raged 
against humanity’s worst, while all we saw and heard for days and weeks and months were stories of 
loss and devastation and, yes, heroism, the people of Gander were going about providing for the mass 
of humanity that had arrived at their doorstep. 

Stores donated blankets, coffee machines, barbecue grills. Unable to retrieve their luggage 
because of ongoing security threats, passengers were dependent on the townspeople. And help was 
given in the form of clothes, showers, toys, banks of phones to call home free of charge, an ice arena 
that became a giant walk-in fridge full of donated food. The Canadian military flew in 5,000 cots for the 
shelters at schools, fire stations and church halls. Strangers opened their homes, offered child care, and 
shared worship.   

"It still makes me cry when I think about it. They were incredible," said Barbara Groh-
Wahlstrom, who stayed at one of the shelters. "They had people working in the kitchen 24 hours a day 
and it turned out to be for five days. We were 187 passengers in this one shelter and they fed us three 
meals a day. They celebrated us like we were five-star guests. They were so full of love. And, can you 
believe, I met my future husband there." 

One of the Americans, Shirley Brooks-Jones, was so overwhelmed by the experience and 
kindness that, as her plane finally took off five days later, she made an announcement over the cabin 
speakers that she wanted to set up a scholarship fund for students.  Today the Flight 15 scholarship fund 
is worth over $1.5 million and has put 134 students through college. 

Shirley said, "Since nobody would take any money from us there. We couldn’t repay for food or 
clothes or shelter or time. We wanted to do something so that those people there would never forget 
what they had done for us. They just put their lives on hold to take care of strangers." 

Why was Jesus’ flight delayed on his return to heaven? 

An uneventful Delta flight from Atlanta to Los Angeles last week was interrupted about 40 
minutes before landing.  The pilot announced that the plane was carrying a fallen soldier back to his 
family and that the uniformed soldiers on board were part of the escort.   

The pilot went on to warn everyone that they would be greeted by a swarm of fire trucks, not 
because of danger, but because the city welcomes fallen military members home with a water cannon 
salute. And there at the end of the runway, the plane was showered by the water from eight fire trucks 
positioned on both sides of the plane. Like tears running down the windows. 
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Once they were at the gate, a military officer stepped on board and spoke to the passengers.  He 
said, “It is a sworn oath to bring home to the family those who have fallen.  Today, you all did that. You 
are all escorts, escorts of the heart.” 

After a brief delay, people were allowed off the plane.  People are usually in a hurry to get home 
or make a connection or get their luggage and head to their next destination. But this day, as the people 
got off the plane, they lined the window in the gate area, they turned and faced the plane, hats off, 
hands on heart, to witness the ceremony. 

They watched as the American flag-draped casket was taken off the plane in front of the 
soldier’s family who were standing on the tarmac.  A woman, presumably the soldier’s mother, stepped 
away from the crowd of relatives who were huddled in blankets and she walked toward the coffin. 

She gently slid in-between the escorts, fell into step with them and simply reached out her hand 
to touch her child’s casket as they walked to the waiting van. 

Why was Jesus’ flight delayed on his return to heaven? 

• Because he needed to show us one more time that our Calling is to take care of each 
other and share what we have. 

• Because he needed to remind us that evil may get the news cycle but it does not get joy 
or gratitude or wholeness. 

• Because he wanted us to be a community that would pause to honor those who make 
personal sacrifices for others, sacrifices for the common good, sacrifices for country. 

• Because his message and his prayer was that one day we might understand the deep 
meaning of his prayer -- that we may be one. 

All people, all nations, all genders and races, all languages and dialects, all shapes and sizes, all 
religions and also non-religious, all colors and proclivities.  That we may be one just as God is one with 
Jesus. At one with God.  Wholeness and community together. Then and only then will we have peace.   

Amen. 


