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GAZING UPWARD 
A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs 

Preached on Memorial Day/Ascension Sunday, May 28, 2017 

 

Lectionary Reading:  Acts of the Apostles 1:6-14. 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

scension:  Rise of Jesus to Heaven; 

Pentecost:  Giving of the Holy Spirit 

Let me start this morning by placing today in 

its context of the church year.  We don’t pay 

much attention to this except for now and 

then.  The church year begins in Advent, the 

four Sundays prior to Christmas, and then 

proceeds through Christmas to the other big 

season of Lent.  Then comes Easter and, as 

the name implies, Pentecost, 50 days after 

Easter.  This is when we celebrate the birth of 

the church and the giving of the Holy Spirit.   

The Sunday before Pentecost, today, is As-

cension Sunday, the day when we recognize 

the parting of Jesus up into heaven.  The Sun-

day after Pentecost is considered the final day 

of the church year, when we recognize the 

doctrine of the Trinity.  All the rest of church 

time is called ordinary time. 

So that’s the context.  Last Sunday, the ser-

mon highlighted two stories about auto acci-

dents, both rather strange, but the people 

survived.  Today I have two more stories for 

you.  In this case they are stories about boats, 

and the unusual feature is that in both cases 

the boats are dry.  (In the first case, the boats 

were never used, and in the second case the 

boats had to be abandoned at the headwaters 

of the Missouri in Montana while Lewis and 

Clark traveled ahead on foot.) 

artographers Mess up the Maps; 

Mules Drop Boats Atop Mountain 

Today’s first story is metaphorically power-

ful.  Try not to give too much regard to the 

historical details but focus on its application 

for us now.   

In the mid-17th Century, Spanish seafarers 

sailed up the West Coast of the Americas to 

what is now known as Baja California.  Car-

tographers of the time, aware of the explora-

tions of Sir Francis Drake and knowing about 

the Gulf of California, they simply extended 

it and drew a straight line northward from the 

gulf all the way to the strait of San Juan de 

Fuca, up near Vancouver Island.  Just imag-

ine that for a while.   

The Gulf of California, which parallels Baja 

California in Mexico, is 400 miles long, and 

so the guess is that the original seafarers,  

having sailed up the Gulf of California, but, 

perhaps bored or weary of the landscape, they 

didn’t go all the way to the end.  Instead they 

turned around and reported back to the crown 

and to the cartographers of Spain that the gulf 

keeps going and so those people, when they 

plotted their maps, made California into a 

long, skinny island.   

Now this might be just a quaint story except 

for the fact that missionaries coming from 
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Spain, entered California on the western Pa-

cific coast and then wanted to travel inland.  

So those missionaries developed the very 

first pre-fab boat construction project of hu-

man history.  They had flat boats cut in Spain, 

shipped across the Atlantic in pieces, and 

then assembled on the shores of Monterey in 

western California.  They were to be trans-

ported on the backs of mules to the other side 

of California.  Once there, the missionaries 

thought they could access the continuation of 

the Gulf of California and easily sail north 

and inland by that route.   

So those missionaries lugged their boats 

12,000 feet up the Sierra Nevadas before 

abandoning them, cursing the cartographers 

and returning to California.  They had seen 

with their own eyes the other side of the 

mountains, Nevada and the beginning of the 

great American desert.  Puget Sound would 

have to wait.   

Here is where this otherwise amusing story 

turns to misfortune.  When the missionaries 

wrote back to tell the cartographers and the 

crown that California was not an island, no 

one believed them.  In fact, the cartographers 

insisted that the map was certainly correct; it 

was the missionaries who were obviously 

wrong.  By 1701, almost 70 years later, the 

cartographers issued a new, updated map, 

which still had the Gulf of California extend-

ing all the way to Canada.   

For 50 years, the time of the most constant 

and crucial exploration of the California 

coastline, those maps went unchanged be-

cause the cartographers insisted that they 

knew what they were doing.  Their proof lay 

                                                           
1 This story was told by Sr. Joan Chittister as part of 
her keynote address at the National Catholic Educa-

in the data they had from the past, the iner-

rancy of tradition, and the exercise of their 

authority.   

Finally, after years and years of new reports, 

a few Spanish cartographers, presumably 

ones we would now call heretics, radicals or 

rebels, began to issue new versions of their 

maps.  Then in 1721, nearly a century later, 

the last mapmaker holdout finally attached 

California to the mainland.1   

I find this to be a fascinating story about hu-

man nature.   

anoeing the Mountains; Lewis & 

Clark Fail to Find a River to Pacific 

The other story is much shorter.  A new book 

has come out on church management that I 

ought to be reading, I suppose.  It’s by Tod 

Bolsinger, called Canoeing the Mountains:  

Christian Leadership in Uncharted Terri-

tory.  Almost like a mirror image of the first 

story, but it was about Lewis and Clark.  They 

took off from the Saint Louis area, went up 

the Mississippi River to the Missouri River, 

and followed the Missouri all the way past 

Minnesota into the Dakotas and then into 

Montana.  (There is also a great book about 

Lewis and Clark and their epic journey, writ-

ten by Stephen E. Ambrose and entitled Un-

daunted Courage.) 

The two explorers believed that there was a 

river up in the Dakotas that flowed to the Pa-

cific, at least that was their understanding, but 

as they got up into the headwaters, where the 

beginning of the Missouri turns into a trickle, 

there was no great river that was supposed to 

take them to the Pacific.  Of course, it doesn’t 

tional Association convention in Milwaukee, Wiscon-
sin, in 2007.  It was later broadcast on NPR as part of 
its Speaking of Faith program, in October 2007. 
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exist, so then, at that point up in the moun-

tainous areas that were the foothills of the 

northern Rockies, Lewis and Clark aban-

doned their canoes, and with horses and 

mules, they walked to the West.   

wo Stories About Boats Make a Fine 

Metaphor for Decline in the Church 

These two stories make a fine metaphor for 

looking at what the Church is like.  I mean 

Church with a capital C, not this particular 

congregation but the Church universal.  What 

is it like in the 21st Century?  For Protestants 

in particular, It’s been a tough time.  The de-

clines in the Protestant denominations gener-

ally began in the 60’s and have pretty much 

continued for the last 50 years.   

Look at the Southern Baptists.  They have 

made life very difficult for liberal Protestants 

for several decades because they continued to 

grow, while the Presbyterians and the Con-

gregationalists and the Episcopalians de-

clined.  But then suddenly things turned bad 

for the Southern Baptists as well, not to men-

tion the independents and the Pentecostals.  

And so it’s been a tough time for the last 50 

years for Protestants of all stripes.   

Here’s where this metaphor comes in:  When 

what you have been doing doesn’t work any-

more, what is your response?  It’s a funda-

mental, philosophical kind of question.  What 

do you do when what you have been doing 

doesn’t work anymore?  Generally speaking, 

people have chosen one of three different  

options:   

ption No. One:  Negative Emotions; 

ption No. Two:  Do It Again, Harder 

Option Number One is any one of the nega-

tive emotions.  You can get angry about it; 

you can get sad about it; you can get de-

pressed about it.  You just start breathing.  

You don’t do anything about it, but you feel 

it deep inside.  It hurts because you’re expe-

riencing a loss.   

Option Number Two is probably the most 

common reaction.  That is, if what we have 

been doing for so long used to work, maybe 

we need to do the same thing harder.  Maybe 

we need to dig deeper; we need to redouble 

our efforts.  That has been the approach that 

so many churches have chosen for decades.  

We need to try harder.  Throw more money 

at it.  Throw more personnel at it.   

ption No. Three:  The Diagnosis 

Is to Do Something Different 

Then of course, there's the third option, which 

is to do something different.  That’s the diag-

nosis that Janet and I heard at the Annual 

Meeting of the New York Conference of the 

United Church of Christ.  That’s where we 

were late last week, in scenic Tarrytown, 

New York.  The diagnosis, which was articu-

lated in the keynote speeches and probably a 

half-dozen other times, was that you have ei-

ther a choice of deep change or a slow death.   

That’s it.  A diagnosis was given.  It reminded 

me of Einstein’s famous phrase that “Prob-

lems are not solved at the same level of think-

ing that created them.”  It was very true in the 

nature of physics but also in the nature of 

church affairs.  It was a case of deep change 

or slow death.   

What I’d like to do this morning is to recom-

mend some changes.  In many ways, I know 

I’m preaching to the choir, but at the same 

time, these kinds of things need to be rein-

forced.  This may sound conceited, but it was 

immensely gratifying to be at this meeting 

because I’ve got high-powered speakers and 

denominational people up there, all telling 

me pretty much that what I’m doing is right.   
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Everything they recommended, we are doing.  

The problem is that we need to do it for an-

other century.  We will all be gone by the 

time our task is done, but we have the honor 

of doing our thing at this point.  Maybe it will 

take a hundred years or more. but we have our 

task at the moment.  What we are doing is the 

right thing.  Here are the changes they were 

recommending, and what I’m doing is adding 

some flourishes to them.   

hange No. One:  What Is God 

Saying for the 21st Century? 

The motto of our denomination is “God is 

still speaking.”  The issue here is that our 

speakers reiterated that motto many times 

during the day-and-a-half meeting, but they 

never once said, “Well, what else is God  

saying?”  Or where do we find these new 

scriptures?  They didn’t answer the flat-out 

statement with follow-up comments. 

I would like to do that.  I would like to talk 

about the courses we offer here at First Con-

gregational Church:  the “Conversations with 

God” course, led by David Peters, and the 

“Course in Miracles,” led jointly by Terry 

Ludwig and Art Suggs.  Ethelyn Enos teaches 

the “Science of Mind” course, which is a 

body of literature that has a theology to it for 

the 21st Century that many people feel has the 

weight of holy writ.  

One of the most popular movie series that we 

have experienced in our era is the Lord of the 

Rings.  Some people don’t like Medieval bat-

tles with swords and dragons, but this series 

has an archetypal messianic message to it that 

strikes people at the level of what scripture 

does for them.  I asked someone what scrip-

ture is to you in a modern sense other than the 

Holy Bible, and she answered, the novel, The 

Color Purple.  There you have a message that 

has weight to it.   

When you ask the follow-up question, “What 

is God saying for the 21st Century?” there are 

a lot of good answers out there.  It takes our 

minds, our best thinking to sift the wheat 

from the chaff.  There's chaff out there also, 

but the good stuff is out there, and we can 

find what God is saying to us now. 

hange No. Two:  Overlaying 

Science on the Doctrines of Religion 

In the face of deep change or slow death, the 

second change has to be science.  Religion 

has been battling science since the 1600’s.  

Who do you think is winning?  Is science 

hurting at all?  The thing that almost drives 

me to tears of joy is when I take the blessing 

of having had an education in science and 

overlay it on religious doctrines.  When I take 

what I understand of quantum mechanics, for 

instance, and overlay it onto Christmas and 

the incarnation, the doctrine of Christmas and 

the doctrine of incarnation are suddenly ten-

fold as beautiful.  When I take Darwinian 

evolution and overlay it onto Easter, sud-

denly the doctrine of the Resurrection is ten-

fold as beautiful and as meaningful.   

We live in a century that has seen for the first 

time beyond our earth.  It was exactly a cen-

tury ago that the very first sighting of another 

galaxy took place,  when stargazers realized 

that Andromeda was not a star.  It was a gal-

axy.  Since then, we now know that there are 

1013 galaxies.  We don’t have the ability, we 

don’t have the mental faculty, we don’t have 

whatever it takes to grasp what that number 

is.  Our one galaxy is 100,000 light-years 

across, and we don’t even have a feeling for 

our own galaxy.  We barely have an idea of 

our local neighborhood, the stars that are just 

sort of around us.   

Having this notion that in the eyes of God, 

that being cares about what’s going on with 
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our wars and what’s happening with Syria 

and terrorist plots and things like that.  It’s 

like all this stuff is happening on a grain of 

sand, and we look at it and feel pity for how 

stupid the combatants are.  Let’s help them 

grow up.  But we don’t have a grasp for the 

magnificence of the universe that we find 

ourselves in.  Take that and overlay it on our 

religion, and our religion will mature. 

hange No. Three:  Interfaith Dia-

logue – Accord with One Another 

The third change is one that I won’t go into 

very much — interfaith dialogue.  This no-

tion is that we are all on a path and that we 

choose our paths based upon the way in 

which we were raised and the way in which 

we have sensibilities during our formative 

years.  But having a path is so much more im-

portant than making sure that some other per-

son who’s on another is really wrong.  “You 

ought to be on my path.”   

Rather, we should help each other on our 

paths as we try to understand this notion of 

divinity that is infusing and surrounding us.  

It is not a coincidence that mystics through-

out all the centuries and throughout all the 

different religions tended to see the same 

thing as they looked deeply into the soul of 

the universe.   

hange No. Four:  Getting Rid of 

Outdated Beliefs and Dogmas 

The fourth change has to do with some of the 

beliefs and dogmas and doctrines that we 

need to get rid of.  Blood atonement is one of 

the big ones.  This is the notion that God sent 

his son for the purpose of dying because that 

was pretty much the way in which God cre-

ated the world such that we’re all going to 

hell.  Who would do that?  Instead, can we let 

that one go?  And figure out a new under-

standing, a deeper comprehension of what the 

God/human relationship is, what the purpose 

of Christ is, and what the teachings of Christ 

are.   

On another front, the church has taught for 

nearly all of its existence that being homosex-

ual is sinful and wrong and that there are 

some things fundamentally flawed in a gay 

person.  About nine years ago, our own 

church took a different stand on that and be-

came an Open and Affirming church.  We’re 

unbelievably rare, though, in the Christian 

story.  The vast majority still think that gay 

people are inherently flawed and sinful in 

some way.  Can we let that one go as well?   

The reason I’m part of the UCC denomina-

tion, by the way, is because of that very un-

popular history.  I would remind you that it 

was a full hundred years before the Civil War 

when our denomination ordained the first 

black man.  A hundred and forty years before 

the feminist movements of the 60’s and 70’s, 

a hundred and forty years before that, this de-

nomination ordained the first woman.  And in 

1972 we ordained the first openly gay man, 

years before it became known as okay.  This 

record makes me pretty darn proud, but we 

are a deep minority.  So we are letting go of 

some of the outdated beliefs and doctrines. 

hange No. Five:  Retrieving 

Stuff That Was Stolen from Us 

Fifth and last, there have been some things 

that have been stolen from us that I want 

back.  Ethy’s class is called Metanoia (the 

course about “Science of Mind”), which is 

the Greek word for repentance.  If you ask 

somebody on the street “What repentance 

means,” the answer is not likely to be even 

close to right.  The popular imagination is 
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about as far off as they can get.  True repent-

ance is expansion, the changing of our mind 

about spiritual things.   

Or how about being saved, when you find out 

that it has almost nothing to do with heaven 

or hell.  Being saved has a long, rich history 

of being integrated with God for wholeness 

in our lives.   

And then there's the term evangelize.  I think 

in a century, when this kind of thinking has 

become more common, it will be perceived 

as extraordinarily good news.  It will be so 

welcome into the hearts of people who have 

been beaten up by churches.  It’s good news.  

But right now, evangelize means you go up 

to somebody and you make him part of your 

church, you make him convert.  He was 

something else, but now we’ve made him like 

us.  No, there's deeper good news out there. 

t’s Time to Change When Your 

Mule Thinks You Are Stupid 

Those are my five changes that I would truly 

recommend.  The scriptures, i.e., that is, the 

modern scriptures; science and religion; in-

terfaith dialogue; jettisoning some of the be-

liefs that need to go, need to be sold; and then 

trying to get back some of the things that have 

been stolen from us.   

Going back to that first story about those 

Spanish missionaries in the 1700’s.  Put your-

self, as best you’re able, into the mind of one 

of those mules.  So you’ve got a load of boats 

on your back, and you’re being led up a 

mountain.  What is that mule thinking?  And 

so you hit 6,000 feet.  You’re at the same al-

titude as Denver.  The air is starting to get 

thin, and this mule is still hauling boats up a 

mountain for these people.  And then you hit 

9,000 feet and 11.000 feet.  Finally, at 12,000 

feet, the people say to the mule, you can get 

rid of your load now.  We realize we’ve made 

a mistake.   

The diagnosis was deep change or slow 

death.  Maybe it is time to change when your 

mule thinks you’re stupid. 

Thank you. 
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