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Ascension B May 21, 2009 

Luke 24:44-53

Grace, Mercy and Peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  The text for the sermon this evening of Ascension is from the Gospel lesson read from Luke 24, hear again the words of Luke:  “He said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Christ would suffer and rise again from the dead the third day, 47 and that repentance for forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed in His name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 48 "You are witnesses of these things. 49 "And behold, I am sending forth the promise of My Father upon you; but you are to stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high." 50 ¶ And He led them out as far as Bethany, and He lifted up His hands and blessed them. 51 While He was blessing them, He parted from them and was carried up into Heaven. 52 And they, after worshiping Him, returned to Jerusalem with great joy, 53 and were continually in the temple praising God."  In the Name of Jesus. Amen.

The day of Ascension isn’t exactly the most highly celebrated church day on the calendar.  It’s not a holiday that the secular world has adopted as its own, either.  There are no “Ascension vacations,” no special Ascension sales at the mall, and there aren’t a bunch of Ascension decorations adorning people’s homes.  We certainly make a bigger deal out of Jesus’s coming to Earth at Christmas than his leaving at Ascension.  Without a doubt, the Ascension of Jesus is often viewed as one of those weird things that Jesus did that we can’t really explain or understand.  We usually just swallow it whole and move along to the next thing in the Bible.  But the Ascension, like everything of Jesus, is for us.  

In the Ascension, Jesus seems to be leaving us.

The apostles stand there, staring up into Heaven as Jesus floats out of sight.  We might have felt like this before.  After family or friends have come to town for a visit, they finally climb into the car to leave.  As they pull away, we stand there waving goodbye as the car rolls out of sight.  All the excitement and stress of the visit comes to an end, and life returns to normal.  They drive back to their home, miles away, and we are left alone.  We’re back to our routine, and they’re back to theirs; but our time together is done.  We’re alone once again.
When we see the Ascension of Jesus in this way, as the departed visitor, we will often find ourselves alone.  If Jesus came into the flesh, died, rose, and flew away, leaving us alone until we die, there is no hope or comfort for us now. 

Is Jesus this departed guest, who’s gone from our lives until He judges us on the last day?  Is Jesus a big, distant, powerful God, who we should strive to please in this life so He doesn’t throw us into hell when we die? 

Is Jesus some kind of floating Spirit who may swoop out of the clouds and back into our lives and bless us if we please Him with our lives?  
This is the way of the law, fear, doubt, and loneliness.

Jesus never gives Himself to us in that way.  The Ascension of Jesus is not for any of those reasons; it is for us, for our comfort.  He doesn’t ascend into Heaven to stop being with us.  Rather, He ascends into Heaven so that He can be with us always.  How can this be?  Heaven isn’t some distant place, light-years away beyond our universe, and it’s not an imaginary place in the clouds.  Instead, Heaven, the Kingdom of God, is wherever Jesus is.  At His birth, Heaven and Earth collide in the manger in Bethlehem.  On the cross, Heaven opens up to sinners as Jesus dies.  And now, at His ascension, Heaven doesn’t float out of reach and out of sight.  Instead, Heaven remains located where Jesus continues to be for us. 

So where is Jesus?  He ascended, but He didn’t leave us.  He’s right where He has promised Himself to be for us.  He’s not floating around in the clouds or in space, but He’s in His gifts.  
He there in Baptism. As He said at the end of Matthew when He sent out his apostles, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.  And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  He’s with us always, as He promised in Baptism.  Jesus is there, calling us His own and giving us His name.

He’s there in His Supper.  Just as He promised “This is my body and this is my blood given and shed for the forgiveness of sins.” Jesus is there, bringing Heaven to us in His Supper and uniting us with all the company of Heaven. 

He’s there in His Word of Absolution. As His apostles stood there in awe, Jesus said that the Holy Spirit would come upon them and that they would be clothed with power from on high.  These are the ones sent with His Word of forgiveness on their lips, as Jesus said to His sent ones in Luke 10, “The one who hears you hears me…” and in John 20 “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of anyone they are forgiven…”  Jesus is there, speaking His forgiveness into our ears.

He’s not gone and He’s not floating around in some random cloud.  He’s in His gifts,  right where He said He would always be for us.
He ascended, bringing Heaven to us now.  That’s one of the hardest things for us to grasp.  But Jesus never says we have to do any grasping, He just tells us how it is.  As Paul wrote, in Baptism, we were united with Jesus. United to His death and united to His life.  All that He has is ours and all we have is His.  Now, in our lives, we find ourselves between our resurrection and our ascension.  We rose with Jesus, but we’re still here on this side of Heaven.  This is where Jesus sets us before one another.  Not fearing death, not controlled by the law, and never alone. Instead, Jesus gives us to our neighbor to serve them and to love them.  Having been given the eternal comfort of Jesus with us always, He gives us to our neighbors, friends, and loved ones.  We’re never alone staring into the clouds hopelessly for a distant Jesus, but we stand with each other, as gifts to one another, knowing right where Jesus is.  In the Name of Jesus. Amen.
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