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Ascension Sunday 

Scripture: Luke 24:36-53

While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you."  37 They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. 38 He said to them, "Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts?  39 Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have."  40 And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet.   41 While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, "Have you anything here to eat?"  42 They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43 and he took it and ate in their presence. 

44 Then he said to them, "These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you — that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled."  45 Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, 46 and he said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day,  47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.  48 You are witnesses of these things.  49 And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high."  

50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them. 51 While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.   52 And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 53 and they were continually in the temple blessing God. NRSV

Introduction:
Last Sunday I mentioned that I would be going to the movies the next day to see “Angels and Demons”—which I did.  I don’t go to the movies often but I thought that I should go to this one--as our Pasadena District Office had sent out an e-mail to all the pastors directing us to a website entitled “The Truth about Angels and Demons.” This led me to believe that the movie might be expected to create a big stir among the public—so I thought I might need to be prepared to answer a lot of God questions. I went to the website before I left—and the first thing that came up was a quiz, which I took. But what I didn’t know is that you were supposed to read all the information on the website first—which is why I didn’t do so well. There were words on the quiz that I hadn’t even heard of—like antimatter, and the God particle, and CERN. I did the best I could—and guessed. The scorer of the test reported back to me: “Not too bad. You’re starting to know the Truth about Angels and Demons!”…which really scared me because I didn’t feel like I knew much at all…Well, I actually enjoyed the movie—but left a bit disappointed. It hadn’t raised many questions at all—at least not in my mind. In fact, it confirmed much of what I already knew to be true—that science and religion didn’t have to be in this constant battle over who is right and who is in control of our future. It certainly didn’t start out that way. According to the website, Galileo was “Bible-believing” and Isaac Newton “praised God.” Somewhere along the way, science and religion parted ways. I received a story by way of e-mail a few months ago that illustrates the conflict that seems to have been created over the past centuries:     

God is sitting in Heaven when a scientist says to Him, 'Lord, we don't need you anymore. Science has finally figured out a way to create life out of nothing.  In other words, we can now do what you did in the 'beginning'.'  

'Oh, is that so? Tell me...' replies God.  
'Well', says the scientist, 'we can take dirt and form it into the likeness of you and breathe life into it, thus creating man.'  

'Well, that's interesting. Show Me. '  

So the scientist bends down to the earth and starts to  mold the soil.  

'Oh no, no, no...' interrupts   God,  
 'Get your own dirt.’
Well, as the story goes to show, science and religion are presently at odds with each other. Both claim to hold the Truth with a capital “T.” But as you and I know, there are some things that cannot be proven. 

God has said, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts [higher] than your thoughts. 

And this is what Ascension Sunday is all about—to remind us of the mysteries of God. As a wise person once said: “A religion without mystery must be a religion without God.”  For God is the greatest mystery of all. The story of Jesus’ ascension into heaven is part of this mystery. Let’s take a closer look…

“He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father," 

our Christian Creeds confirm. 

These words have been spoken aloud throughout many centuries,

as Christians all over the world continually affirm their belief 

in “one God, maker of heaven and earth, 

of all that is, seen and unseen.”

“He ascended into heaven…” we are bold to say.

But what do we really know about the Ascension? 

Well, for one:

 we know the theological definition of the event, 

which goes like this: 
“The ‘ascension’ was that moment when Jesus visibly departed from his disciples
and re-entered the presence of God.”

Theologians would go on to say 

that it was the final event of Jesus’ life on earth
—marking the culmination of his earthly ministry. 
And those who are a bit more poetic would say

that it was the moment when 
“the Jesus of the earth became the Jesus of heaven.”

We say it matter of factly. For us there is no surprise.
And whether the disciples were surprised, or not, we do not know.

Writer Luke simply tells us that they worshiped him, 
and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 
and that they were continually in the temple blessing God. 

 Perhaps they shouldn’t have been surprised.

After all, Jesus had foretold this event to the disciples on at least four occasions. 
Most are recorded in the gospel of John:
"Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me.  2 In My Father's house are many mansions ; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you.”  

And:
…the Father Himself loves you, because you have loved Me, and have believed that I came forth from God.  I came forth from the Father and have come into the world. Again, I leave the world and go to the Father."  

 Thomas said to Him, "Lord, we do not know where You are going, and how can we know the way?" 

But there is one thing the disciples knew for sure:

Jesus was “the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Him.”  

And this meant that they were to stick as closely to Him as possible.

So, we can’t help but wonder”

“Were they even a little bit sad that he had left them?”

I believe that they were at first


--for Jesus had predicted that too, saying:

"…now I go away to Him who sent Me. None of you asks Me, 'Where are You going?'  Because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart.”  
But he went on to say something encouraging:

Nevertheless I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to you.
And this explains why the disciples were able to return to Jerusalem with great joy 
and why they were continually in the Temple praising God


--they knew that Jesus would be back some day.

The resurrection had assured them of this.

….just when they thought that he was gone forever, 



Jesus had appeared to them,




in a new kind of body
--a mysterious one 

that was not entirely human 

as it had been before his death.

The resurrected Jesus had a body that had been reconstituted

--a body that could walk through walls --and eat fish…
another one of those mysteries that cannot be explained. 

 But the real question for this morning is not


“How could this be?”



or “How could Jesus’ body have just disappeared into the sky.”

But rather, the more helpful question for today might be: 
"What meaning does the ascension have for our lives?" 
I have some insights on this that I am prepared to share with you today

--on how the ascension can have meaning for us

The first is this:

because we were not present on that day of Jesus’ ascension, 
we are called to believe without seeing,

and when we do,



we will be blessed.

As Jesus said to Thomas on that day 

after inviting him to touch the wounds on his hands and side,


“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe."  

We who have not seen with our eyes

and yet believe in our hearts  


are people of faith



--people after God’s own heart...

…just like the child in this story

  
My brother Kevin thinks God lives under his bed. At least that's what I heard him say one night. He was praying out loud in his dark bedroom, and I heard him say, 'Are you there, God?' 'Where are you? Oh, I see. Under the bed...'
 
I giggled softly and tiptoed off to my own room. Kevin's unique perspectives are often a source of amusement. But that night something else lingered long after the humor. I realized for the first time how very different the world that Kevin lives in…really is.
 
You see, he was born 30 years ago, mentally disabled as a result of difficulties during labor. Apart from his size (he's 6-foot-2), there are few ways in which he is an adult.
 
He reasons and communicates with the capabilities of a 7-year-old, and he always will. I remember wondering if Kevin realizes that he is different. And if he is ever dissatisfied with his monotonous life?
 
Up before dawn each day, off to work at a workshop for the disabled, home to walk our cocker spaniel, return to eat his favorite macaroni-and-cheese for dinner, and then to bed.
 
The only variation in the entire scheme is laundry, when he hovers excitedly over the washing machine waiting for it to finish so he can take his clothes out.
  
And Saturdays-oh, the bliss of Saturdays! That's the day my Dad takes Kevin to the airport to have a soft drink, watch the planes land, and speculate loudly as to the destination of each passenger inside. 
'That one's goin' to Chi-car-go! ' Kevin shouts as he claps his hands.
 
His anticipation the night before is so great he can hardly go to sleep.
And “so goes” his world of daily rituals and weekend field trips.
 
He doesn't know what it means to be discontent.
  
He will never know the entanglements of wealth or power, and he doesn’t care what brand of clothing he wears or what kind of food he eats. 
He never worries about the future. He lives fully--in the present moment. When he unloads the dishwasher or vacuums the carpet, his heart is completely in it.
 
And when his tasks are done, Kevin knows how to relax.
 
He’s not obsessed with his work or the work of others;

His heart is pure.
 
He still believes that everyone tells the truth, that promises will be kept, and that when you are wrong, you admit it instead of arguing.
 
Unconcerned with appearances, Kevin is not afraid to cry. He is always transparent, always sincere. He trusts God.
 
 Not limited by intellectual reasoning, Kevin comes to Christ as a child. He seems to really know him - to be friends with Him. He seems like his closest companion.
 
 In those moments when I begin to doubt and become frustrated with my Christianity,  I find myself envying the Kevin’s simple faith.
 
 
It is then that I realize that perhaps (on a spiritual level) my brother is not the one with the handicap . I am. 
Everything I have come to know and understand-- they all become disabilities --when I do not trust God with my life.
 
One day, when the mysteries of heaven are opened, and we are all amazed at how close God is to our hearts, I'll be surprised to learn that God really did live under Kevin’s bed.
  

Yes, those who have not seen with their eyes

and yet believe in their hearts  



are people after God’s own heart...

The second insight that I would like to share with you this morning is this:

The story of Christ’s ascension 
assures us that God will continue to keep his promises


--that all has been prophesied will be fulfilled.

“These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you,” Jesus said —that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled."  
 Then Jesus opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day…”

This part had already been fulfilled

—just like the prophets of old proclaimed it would be.

But the words that Jesus spoke next had not yet been fulfilled:
“that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.”

This is where we come in.


We have a part in fulfilling this prophesy.

If repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in God’s name 

to all nations,


it is up to us



--because as we all know,





there are still persons in this world






who have yet to hear 

the “good news” of Jesus Christ


--of how, out of his great love for us,

 he died



--so that we might truly live.

 The story of Christ’s ascension confirms his love for us.
He loves us so much that he will not leave us orphaned.

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus said to his disciples on that day.

“It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”

…"I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with you forever —  the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you. 

 I will not leave you orphans ; I will come to you.  

And this brings us to a third insight that I would like to share with you today :

that the story of the ascension gives us hope
which we all so desperately need.

The story is told of a man who, 

after living what he felt was a 'decent' life, 
had come near the end of his life on this earth.
 
The first thing I remember is sitting on a bench in the waiting room of what I thought to be a court house.

The doors opened and I was instructed to come in and have a seat by the defense table.

As I looked around I saw the prosecutor.'

He was a villainous looking gent who snarled as he stared at me.  He definitely was the most evil person I have ever seen.

I sat down and looked to my left and there sat My Attorney,  kind and gentle looking man whose appearance seemed so familiar to me, I felt I knew Him. 

The corner door flew open and there appeared the Judge in full flowing robes.

He commanded an awesome presence as He moved across the room I couldn't take my eyes off of Him.

As He took His seat behind the bench, He said, 'Let us begin.'

The prosecutor rose and said,

'My name is Satan and I am here to show you why this man belongs in hell.'

He proceeded to tell of lies that I told, things that I stole, and In the past when I cheated others. Satan told of other horrible Perversions that were once in my life and the more he spoke, the further down in my seat I sank. 

I was so embarrassed that I couldn't look at anyone, even my own Attorney, as the Devil told of sins that even I had completely forgotten about. 

As upset as I was at Satan for telling all these things about me, I was equally upset at My Attorney who sat there silently not offering any form of defense at all. 

I know I had been guilty of those things, but I had done some good in my life - couldn't that at least equal out part of the harm I'd done? 

Satan finished with a fury and said, 'This man belongs in hell, he is guilty of all that I have charged and there is not a person who can prove otherwise.' 

When it was His turn, My Attorney first asked if He might approach the bench.  The Judge allowed this over the strong objection of Satan, and beckoned Him to come forward.

As He got up and started walking, I was able to see Him in His full splendor and majesty.  

I realized why He seemed so familiar; this was Jesus representing me, my Lord and my Savior. 

He stopped at the bench and softly said to the Judge, 'Hi, Dad,' and then He turned to address the court.

'Satan was correct in saying that this man had sinned, I won't deny any of these allegations. And, yes, the wages of sin is death, and this man deserves to be punished.'

Jesus took a deep breath and turned to His Father with outstretched arms and proclaimed, 'However, I died on the cross so that this person might have eternal life and he has accepted Me as his Savior, so he is Mine.' 

My Lord continued with, 'His name is written in the Book of Life,  and no one can snatch him from Me.

Satan still does not understand yet.  This man is not to be given justice, but rather mercy.'
As Jesus sat down, He quietly paused, looked at His Father and said, 'There is nothing else that needs to be done.'

'I've done it all.'

The Judge lifted His mighty hand and slammed the gavel down.  The following words bellowed from His lips..

'This man is free.  The penalty for him has already been paid in full.  'Case dismissed.'

As my Lord led me away, I could hear Satan ranting and raving, 'I won't give up, I will win the next one.' 
 
I asked Jesus as He gave me my instructions where to go next, 'Have you ever lost a case?' 

Christ lovingly smiled and said, 'Everyone that has come to Me and asked Me to represent them has received the same verdict as you, ~Paid In Full~'

Herein lies our hope.
The good news is…

We don’t have to be perfect

--or do everything right.
For we have an Advocate



--who will make up the difference

--who will plea before the Father on our behalf

--and make all things right.

Meanwhile, we just do the “best we can” at any given the time



--stay grounded in the Truth




that we find in God’s holy word 




--and let it be the foundation of all that we say and do.

The way I see it is this:

Science and religion do not have to be at odds with each other.

Both are in search of the Truth.

All such journeys begin with wonder.
Our desire to know the truth will lead us to action, 
which will ultimately lead us back to wonder, 
to the prevailing mystery of God. 
In the movie “Angels and Demons,”

the scientists were in search of something they called “the God particle”


--which they believed would put an end to all mystery.

Their search led to actions that filled the people with fear


--and put their lives in danger.

But I am glad to tell you 

(with out giving away the ending,)

that as the story came to an end,




mystery not only remained,





it grew. 

And the reason it increased

is because there is a mystery that can never be solved by science.
The late Harvard mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead maintained that the whole scientific enterprise of the western world rests on the belief that at the bottom of things, science would find order rather than chaos. 

While some were afraid to probe a world enchanted with demons and spirits, western scientists were dissecting, investigating, exploring and probing into the depths of the atom—believing that order and organization would be found rather than disorder and disarray. 

“What was at the bottom of this conviction?” asked Whitehead. 

It was the theological concept of the Logos, the Word ,the Mind of God.  

“Why do things cohere and hold together?”

 It is because God holds them together.

Thankfully, we have a God who does hold all things together.

How important this is for us to believe!
—especially in today’s world with the way things seem to be falling apart.

Thanks be to God for giving us hope. Alleluia!

Thanks be to God that Christ has ascended!

Let us now hail together 

“the day that sees him rise.” 

Please turn to 312 in your hymnal. 

Let us celebrate the ascension of Christ 

by joining in the singing of this beautiful hymn.

