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Ascension Sunday
I ask for your grace as I preach today; I first learned I would be preaching this sermon on Thursday. Last week when I was on vacation, I didn’t realize that I should pay close attention to potential sermon illustrations! I am so glad that I am part of a church that recognizes that pastors are human beings, too, and sometimes we just need to be with our families. Watching you care for Bob over these difficult last few weeks has reminded me yet again of all the goodness and love here at Vienna Baptist Church. I consider myself to be truly blessed to be able to serve Jesus alongside of you. 

  

This Sunday is Ascension Sunday; it is the day of the year that we remember Christ’s last words to the disciples before rising into heaven, 40 days after his resurrection. It is the last Sunday of Easter, and next week on Pentecost we will remember the words that Christ says today being fulfilled. 
The church seems to rarely focus on the Ascension story. Part of this is practical—the lectionary, which guides our selection of scripture throughout the church year, gives us a choice of two sets of scriptures and most often we select the other available texts. I think there is another reason, too—the story of Jesus’ ascension into the clouds isn’t easy for our modern minds to wrap around. We like the practical, the scientific, the easy to prove and this story is none of those things. We could talk about all these difficulties today, but that isn’t the route I want to take. I believe we can get a lot more out of this text if we focus on the “truth” behind it. What can learn from it? What can it teach us today? How can it shape our lives and grow our faith? 

  

My favorite part of this scripture is the last three verses: 

  

When Jesus had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 11They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” 

  

The disciples were in such shock by what they had just seen, they were frozen. I have this image of little disciple statutes just stuck there with faces of total amazement.  
  

Have you ever been frozen by something shocking like they were? Last week, Pravin and I were visiting my family’s house on the river in North Carolina. Across the river is the Marine Corp Air Station, Cherry Point, and they were having their annual huge air show. People come from across the United States to see it because it is so large. It had been raining and was overcast, so we assumed that Friday night’s show had been cancelled. We were out on our deck, catching up with my family, watching the sun crack through the clouds and set over the river, when suddenly 7 fighter jets flew across the sky and over our heads in perfect formation. All of us jumped up like little children and ran to the deck rail in order to get a better look at the Canadian Snowbirds, which are Canada ’s version of the Blue Angels. We were silent and everyone just stared at the sky in amazement. We were so mesmerized by what we had just seen we stopped talking, despite not seeing that side of my family in months. It was like the people around us didn’t matter as much, because we were so caught up in the sky. 
  

Those few short moments gave me a small glimpse into what the disciples must have felt that day. They watched Christ ascend into the clouds and were just frozen in place. I wonder what went through their heads as they stood there stunned, not taking their eyes off heaven. Were they scared? Were they afraid to be without Jesus? Or do you think they were wondering what it will be like when the Holy Spirit comes upon them? Or how they were supposed to start living out Christ’s command to be his witnesses throughout the world? Or maybe they were just amazed because they had just seen someone rise up and be taken away by a cloud, which isn’t something that happens to most of us. 
  

You understand why they needed the men in white to appear to them and tell them, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?” I think this is very polite way of saying “snap out of it!”—you have a big job now and need to get started today!  Christ told you he is coming back and he is sending the Holy Spirit to be with you, so stop looking for him up there and starting spreading the Good News! Quit looking at the sky and start looking at the world around you that so desperately needs to know the love of Christ. What you saw and heard here is so good, you have a responsibility to go tell others about it. These two men in white might have given the first motivational speech about outreach and missions. Please hear me, I am not in any way discounting their need or our need for heaven. 
“We need heaven, there’s a need for holiness and beauty and purity and radiance, all the things we hope for… But the big problem with looking up to heaven is that you can’t see the person next to you” (Paul Bellan-Boyer). 
  

And Jesus wants us to see our neighbor and reach out to them. This is a hurting world and people need Him. This is one of those things in life that it is easy to know, but hard to live out. Everyone in this room knows we are supposed to be telling others about Jesus and giving of our time, talent and offerings. For most of us, filling out our commitment cards to the church each year isn’t something new to us, but a central part of our life. But, living out those commitments and the other things Christ calls us to do is the challenging part. 

Will Willimon tells of a friend of his who grew up in the church but got away from it. However, at a certain point he returned. When Willimon asked what brought him back, the man told of what happened on a business trip to the former Soviet Union. He had a conversation with a colleague who was a communist. In the course of the conversation, the man asked, “Do you believe in God?”

He said that he did. And then the man asked, “What difference does it make in your life that you believe in God? I don’t believe in God, but if I did, it would probably complicate my life. What difference does God make in your life?” And Willimon’s friend said that he could not come up with one thing, not one single thing in his life that was different because of his faith. That was a life-changing moment for him.  (Robert Thompson, Pastor FBC Ashland, aka “Uncle Robert”)

What is different in your life because of your faith? If our faith doesn’t change us and how we live, what is the point in it? Our faith shouldn’t be shown by our church attendance on Sunday morning; it should start here. The disciples were people of faith because of what they did after they watched Jesus ascend into clouds. We are a lot like them; we struggle, we don’t always get it right, but we are more than capable when we allow ourselves to be empowered by the Holy Spirit. 

That is why I am so excited about our Mission Blitz the first weekend of June. Our theme as we go about our mission projects is Micah 6:8, “And what does the Lord ask of you? Do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God.” Do. Love. Walk. Living out Christ’s calling to care for his people. You and I can do great things together to show the love of Christ to our community in just a few hours that weekend. Whether it is baking bread and cookies for people living in local homeless shelters, or sewing beautiful lap quilts for the men and women in the Virginian’s nursing unit or making a warm blanket for a child suddenly in foster care, or any of the other many projects we will do that weekend—we will put our faith in action. No matter how old or young we are, we will live out Christ’s command, “Show my love to the world.” 
Take a moment and look at the screen and carefully look at the woodcut print by Durer. At first it looks like many of the ascension artworks we have already had displayed today. I will admit, I almost didn’t select it because I wanted something brighter and more inspiring. Then I read what struck Rev. Barbara Lundbald about it and knew I had to choose it. Look on the ground where Jesus’ feet would have been before he began his ascent—he left footprints, right at the disciples’ eye level. He showed them the right path; he gave us his footprints to follow. It isn’t difficult to see, it is literally right in front of their faces, they just had to look. You and I have to look, too, and we can see that same path. It is going to be a messy road.  Following the muddy footprints of Christ always will be, but we don’t go at it by ourselves. We go filled with the Holy Spirit who never leaves us alone. 

 

As we pause for our discipline of reflection, I encourage you to ask yourself, “What is different in my life because I am a follower of Christ and on what path is Christ calling me down now?”
