Ascension Day preach 2011

Pray: As we approach this familiar passage, Holy Spirit would you enliven our hearts and minds to hear your voice speaking to us this day. We ask this in the precious name of Jesus. Amen. 

We begin our Ascension Day reading hearing of what has been happening since Easter, how Jesus has been appearing to his disciples and how he has been teaching them. Now in vs. 6 we read that the disciples want to know if this is to be the moment for God’s final restoration of Israel. Jesus responds by letting them know that they are not to be given that information, but - that far more significantly – they are coming to a time when they will know the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives, and that they will then be concerned not just with Israel but with the whole world. 

I don’t know what you were up to on 21st May, but it was a strange day in some ways. I was on a training weekend at Park Place with other curates from the diocese. And although the day seemed much like any other, we decided that we had better have our main meal in good time just in case the rapture happened at 6 o’clock! When nothing happened at all, we weren’t terribly surprised, or even distressed, because none of us really believed that you can predict that kind of thing, and so we had not invested anything in it happening. Sadly some folk had been completely convinced by Harold Camping’s calculations. Apparently, some were so convinced that Jesus would come and take away all those who believe in him, that they gave away all their possessions, and arranged for special pet insurance to guarantee that their animals would be cared for in their absence. Some people travelled thousands of miles to be with families, and one New Yorker, Robert Fitzpatrick, spend $140,000 of his own money publicising the event.  

It is clear that Mr Camping wasn’t paying close attention to our reading for today. Whilst he has moved on to recalculate Jesus’ second coming as October 21st, Jesus here tells his disciples that we cannot know the exact nature of his coming or its timing. In fact, Jesus warns against trying to work it out, in vs. 7 he says “it is not for you to know the times or dates.” All we can be sure of, is that one day, Jesus will come again, because we are told so in this passage (vs. 11).

So, if knowing the day of Jesus’ return isn’t key, why have we remembered down the centuries this particular day, the day of Jesus’ Ascension? And given the fantastical nature of the account, do we believe today that it happened exactly as recorded? 

The first thing to note is that if this weren’t a significant and important event, it wouldn’t have been so carefully observed and recorded. Jesus didn’t slip away quietly, he wanted the disciples to be there and to see him depart. In fact, Luke the author of Acts, emphasises their observation by his repeated use of ‘seeing’ words. Jesus was taken up ‘before their very eyes’, he was hidden ‘from their sight’, they were ‘looking up intently’ and when the two men dressed in white stood there they were asked “why do you stand there looking… This same Jesus… will come back in the same way you have seen him go…”

The language used all suggests that this account is literal rather than figurative. The disciples are once again witnesses of a supernatural event that is to form part of their faith story. In our post-enlightenment world today we are sometimes reluctant to credit the workings of God in supernatural ways, yet if we were to ask around, we might be surprised to discover that many of us have seen God at work in ways that we can’t naturally explain. It is good to be reminded regularly of God’s supernatural power, and perhaps even to be encouraged to share our own experiences. I had a minister who used to comment, we are quick to tell ghost stories, but not so quick to tell our Holy Ghost stories!

The Ascension precedes the events of Pentecost in a significant way. Jesus tells his disciples that they will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on them, and then they will be witnesses. This moment marks both an end and a beginning; the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry, and the beginning of the ministry of the disciples in Jesus’ name. But their ministry won’t begin fully until they have received the Holy Spirit, and Jesus has to leave them physically in order for that to happen. They need to learn to lean, not on Jesus’ physical presence with them, but instead on the presence of the Holy Spirit within them.

Given the disciples’ reliance on Jesus, his presence in their lives and their life-changing relationship with them, one might expect his Ascension to be a sad parting. Yet, in Luke’s Gospel account we are told that the disciples return from their experience with great joy (Luke 24:52), and in Acts that afterwards they were found to be constantly in prayer (Acts 1:14). There is no weeping or wailing. Somehow there seems to be something very ‘right’, something complete, about this occasion. As Jesus leaves them, he is taken up into a ‘cloud’, reminding us of the cloud in the Old Testament that often represents the presence of Yahweh, God himself (Ex 14:19, 24:15ff, 34:5, 40:34ff), and so we see that Jesus here is received back to his rightful place, at the Right Hand of the Father. Certainly, again and again in the New Testament, Jesus is referred to in this place of honour (see Matt 26:64; Acts 2:25; Romans 8:34; 1 Peter 3:22). 

How is this helpful to us? Well, it is imperative that we remember that Jesus is not just an earthly and earth-bound man, as Kelvin was reminding us the other week. Jesus is God the Son, part of the godhead, and reigns as part of the Trinity. Shortly we will recite the Nicene Creed, saying of Jesus: 

‘he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.’
When we pray, we do so knowing that Jesus has gone before us, that he prays for us, which is hugely important as the writer to the Hebrews says: 

We do have such a high priest, who sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by a mere human being. (Hebrews 8:1-2)
If Jesus has just evaporated, or disappeared, might the disciples have wondered or doubted what had happened, where Jesus had gone? But instead, they know exactly where he went, and remember that before he left them he had instructed them to anticipate the Holy Spirit with joy. They are not to be afraid of the coming of the Holy Spirit, because he would once again bring the presence of God into their lives, which is a profoundly good thing, not something to be feared. So how do we anticipate the coming day of Pentecost – does it have relevance to us? Do we approach it with joy? Or with fear? Perhaps over the next few weeks we could be talking with God about how we feel about the Holy Spirit and his gifts. 

I hope that we can approach Pentecost together with reverence but also with joy – this is Jesus’ gift to us, just as it was for the disciples – we too know that he is at God’s right hand interceding for us, and that he sends us his Holy Spirit, who brings God’s presence into our lives. Even knowing all of this, it would be easy to come to church and hear and observe each week the reminders of Jesus’ ministry, to remember what has been, and to expect to continue doing so until he comes again. But our reading reminds us that this isn’t enough. The two men or angels who appear beside the disciples admonish them – don’t stand here looking into the sky – in other words - don’t just stand here doing nothing – go and get on with what Jesus has commanded you to do. And so we must fully anticipate the presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives, and be prepared to get on with letting our neighbours, our communities and ultimately the world know and experience the Good News of Jesus Christ through us, his disciples. 

Amen. 

Let’s pray… 
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