
On May 17, 2015, Pastor Joel presented his sermon for Ascension Sunday, entitled "The Blessing of the
Ascension."  The scripture passages for the day were Acts 1:1-11; Psalm 47; and Luke 24:44-53. 
Hopefully we can come to a deeper understanding of Ascension Sunday and of the importance of the
ascension story in the gospels and Acts for the church and for our faith.

A blessed Ascension Day to you all!
The Ascension of the risen Christ is probably the
most undervalued event in all of the gospel stories
about Jesus.  We celebrate his birth with Christmas. 
We recall his triumphal entrance into Jerusalem
with Palm Sunday.  We recall his Last Supper with
his disciples on Maundy Thursday.  We remember
his death on Good Friday.  And of course, we
joyously proclaim his resurrection on Easter
Sunday!  

But here we are today with Ascension
Sunday and it almost feels like nothing more than
an afterthought.  We really are not sure what to do
with the Ascension.  Every year, it shows up, and
we preach something about it but it never gets the
recognition or attention of the other major
Christian holy days.  

Yet it is a major event in the life of Jesus! 
Isn't it?  Doesn't being lifted up into the clouds and
being seated at the side of God constitute an
important and major event?

Maybe it is because we are a bit tired. 
We've worked hard all through the Lenten season,
and then had the demands of Holy Week.  We
finally arrived at Easter and gave it all we had in
celebrating with Pastor Kate and her Easter Basket
Fun, and perhaps spent so much energy looking for
hidden Easter eggs and eating chocolate rabbits and
marshmallow Peeps.  Then we spent 5 Sundays
trying to understand the nature and lessons of the
risen Christ, an almost insurmountable task in
itself, as we finished eating all of our hard boiled
eggs from Easter.

And here we are.  Ascension Sunday.  But
really, our hearts aren't even here today because we
know that next week we will have to prepare and
plan for another great day in the church calendar,

Pentecost Sunday!

Ascension Sunday just doesn't have a
chance.  And to make matters worse, our 20th/21st
century minds have a hard time getting wrapped
around the idea of a man being resurrected from
the dead, let alone being lifted up into the clouds,
and going somewhere that is not in outer space! 
He doesn't go to the moon, or to Mars or Jupiter or
even a galaxy far, far away.  He goes to his glory,
to heaven, to be with God, the creative life force of
the universe.

And maybe, part of it too, is that we really
don't know what we are supposed to be celebrating
on Ascension Sunday?  Are we supposed to rejoice
that Jesus is no longer with us?  That kind of feels
like a farewell party where everyone seems a bit
too happy that the guest of honor has got to go. 
That doesn't seem right.  Or maybe this is
supposed to be our final chance each year to say
our final goodbyes to Jesus?  No, that doesn't work
at all theologically.  We aren't saying goodbye to
Jesus.  Isn't he supposed to be with us in all times
and places?

Okay, so what are we doing here?  I think
that this must have been one of the first real
theological hurdles the early church had to deal
with.  Their leader, the one they thought was their
Messiah, died before he brought his kingdom to
earth, or so it seemed.  The crucifixion of Jesus
was devastating to all who had followed and hoped
in him.  Then they experienced this amazing thing. 
He came back to life!  Now we don't know exactly
what that experience was like but we do know that
something happened that changed their lives and
world history, forever.  

But, Jesus couldn't remain in that state
forever.  We would have a very different religion if
he had.  Can you imagine if Jesus, in his



resurrected form, would have to keep showing up
any time 2 or 3 were gathered in his name? 
Practically speaking, I just don't see how that
would have ever worked.

Bible commentator, David S. Cunningham,
speaks about the "divine act of making space so
that the mission of the church can begin."  He
states, "So long as God was in the world in human
form, all eyes and hearts were fixed there.  Jesus'
ascension makes space for the disciples to turn
their gaze upon the world, where repentance and
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in [the
Messiah's] name to all nations, beginning from
Jerusalem. (24:47)"  (Feasting on the Word, Year
B, Vol. II, p.522).

Not only that, not only is there the need for
the followers of Jesus to refocus their attention
from him to what he has called them to do in the
world, there is also the need to make space for the
coming of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ, the
Advocate, who will fill them, inspire them and lead
them as they seek to witness to all that they had
known in Jesus.

For me, as I read the account of the
ascension in Luke, I am drawn to what Jesus does
as he ascends.  He blesses them.  He offers his
benediction to them.  And I am reminded of the
Old Testament story of Elijah as he was taken up
into heaven in the whirlwind, on the chariots of
fire, where below, his disciple Elisha, stood and
watched, hoping to receive a double portion of his
spirit as Elijah disappeared.  

Jesus blesses the disciples as he goes.  But
his blessing is never done!  The scripture tells us
that he lifted up his hands, and that as he was
blessing them, he was taken up.  It was a blessing
with no end.

I recently received another kind of blessing. 
One of the things I brought home from our visit to
my family in Wisconsin, was a fork.  It is called the
"Granny Fork" and belonged to my mother.  She
and each of her sisters had received one just like it. 

They had belonged to their grandmother, their
mother's mother.  Last summer, as we were
moving my Dad out of his apartment and into an
assisted living community, my sister organized a
rummage sale to get rid of many things Dad would
not be able to take with him into the new place. 
One of the things she was going to sell was the
Granny Fork.  When my Aunt Nina saw it set out
for the sale, she scolded my sister!  How dare she
sell the Granny Fork?!!  Of course, Christine had
no idea what it was, but she learned quickly of the
importance of that fork.  When I heard about it, I
said that if no one else in the family wanted it, I
would like to have it.  I remembered my Mom
using that fork when she cooked.  Everything from
whisking up scrambled eggs to lifting a pot roast,
she used that fork all the time.  And since some of
my best memories of her were when she was
cooking, I cherished the idea of having her Granny
Fork.  Having it reminds me of a heritage, of my
mother, and her mother, and her mother's mother,
her grandmother, and all the family associated with
all of them.  This simple little item connects me
with them, and reminds me and informs me to
some degree of who I am today, because of who
they were in their time.

The blessing Jesus gave to his disciples was
of course much greater than a fork, a family
heirloom.  But it served a similar purpose.  It
connected his followers with him in a way his
continued physical presence could not have.  

The blessing of Jesus upon his disciples
was a blessing that would continue to be with them
and with all followers of Christ throughout all of
history.  It is a blessing that continues to remind
and inform us of who we are and what we are
called to be.  To witness in all times and places the
love of God known in Christ, and to proclaim
repentance and forgiveness of sins to all nations.  It
is a blessing that gives us peace, as we know the
real presence of Christ in our lives.  It is a blessing
that lifts us up and brings joy into our hearts.  It is
a blessing that never ends.  We are a blessed
people.  May we carry that blessing with us, inside
and out as we live in the name and Spirit of Jesus
Christ.  Amen.


