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  THE ASCENSION

Can you imagine a movie on the ascension of Jesus? Jesus chats with his disciples on the Mount of Olives, and suddenly says something like, “Beam me up, Father!” as the Starship Enterprise whisks him away. You and I ask questions like, “Did Jesus levitate off of the ground or did he just disappear?” “Were the bottoms of his feet the last thing the disciples saw of Jesus as he rose into the clouds?”

Sometimes we ask the wrong questions. Because we cannot explain how Jesus rose from the dead and how he ascended into heaven, we quickly say, “I do not believe that really happened! It is scientifically impossible!” We cannot explain the empty grave or the rising Jesus who passes the clouds, ozone layer, and other planets on his way to God, so we tend to dismiss this record as unscientific and wrong.


I, too, have a difficult time explaining the events of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. I do not understand all of this. Luke, who wrote both the gospel account—Luke—and the second volume—Acts, tells us in Acts 1:3 that Jesus teaches the disciples for forty days after Easter Sunday morning. No one else tells us this. Liturgical churches celebrate last Thursday as Ascension Day, but most Baptists have never heard of such an observance. The first time that I preached on the Ascension, I said, “And this year Ascension Day falls on a Thursday!” Ascension Day always falls on a Thursday because it is always on the fortieth day after Easter Sunday. Go figure!


Luke does not use scientific terms to describe how Jesus ascended into heaven. As a matter of fact, Luke tells us very little about the actual ascension of the resurrected Jesus. The Bible is not interested in how Jesus’ resurrected body stopped being available to us. If Luke had known about Elvis Presley, he could have written, “Ladies and gentlemen, Jesus has left the building!” Luke is not concerned how Jesus left. The Bible wants us to know what difference it makes that Jesus somehow departed from us. The Bible does not answer our question, “How did this happen?” but answers the question, “So what? What difference does it make to us that Jesus’ body has left the building?”
THE BLESSING

We read in Luke 24:50-51: Then Jesus led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them. While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven. After we have seen someone for the last time, we hold onto the last words of our friend. While he was blessing them, Jesus departs from his friends. Luke wants us to know that the last words of Jesus are a blessing.


What do you think that blessing was? I doubt that Peter sneezed and Jesus said to him, “Bless you.” I doubt that Jesus yelled at them and they responded in the colloquial phrase, “Wow. He sure blessed me out!” And I doubt that Matthew pulled out a loaf of bread and everyone closed their eyes as Jesus blessed the food—“God is great, God is good, let us thank God for our food. . . .”

The word “luck” never appears in the Bible but the word “blessed” comes up repeatedly. What does it mean to say that Jesus blesses his disciples? I have been helped tremendously by the Baptist and psychological counselor Myron C. Madden and his book. Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power. 1 Please listen carefully to the whole title: Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power (Finding an Identity That Makes Power Safe). 

Madden notes that grandparents are excellent examples of those who bless. Just notice that adult when his or her grandchild comes into the room. Attention quickly turns to the child. Nothing is more important than that child at the moment. Grandparents seem to have more time for that boy or girl than do the parents. And notice the eyes of that grandparent. If you look closely into the grandparent’s eye, you will see the reflection of that child and around that reflection the eye will sparkle. When an adult--a person in power—blesses a child, the body language, the words, the gestures accept him or her with warmth and love. The eye sparkles in the action of blessing. Some of the grandparents here this morning are prime examples of how to sparkle on a child.


If you think that blessing is the result of something that child does, you don’t understand grandchildren! True blessing has no connection whatsoever with what that child does or does not do. As Myron Madden says, “A responsible blessing is one that lets a child know that he or she is of unlimited value and worth, not for what they may do, but for the very fact of their being” 2 We are not blessed for what we do, but for who we are. This point is central to the whole idea of giving blessing as a gift of power and finding an identity that makes power safe. 


As Jesus is leaving his disciples, he blesses them. I am surprised that Jesus does not yell at them, curse them, throw his hands up in the air, or beat his head against the wall. Notice in Acts 1 that the disciples ask Jesus, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom of Israel?” (Acts 1:6). Wrong question! The disciples prove once again, as they have for the past three years, that they are more interested in what Jesus can do for them than for what they can do for Jesus! They have failed as disciples. The word disciple in the Greek (mathetes) means “pupil, learner.” If they are supposed to go out as disciples of Jesus and teach what he lived about the realm/house of God, they will fail miserably. They still think that Jesus is some sort of political ruler now in resurrected form.
THE VISION 


So Jesus leaves them to change their status from disciples to apostles. The word apostle (apostolos) means “one sent.” And here is why the resurrected Jesus needs to leave the building and make himself absent in body. These early followers of Jesus need to let their relationship with the earthly Jesus die so that they can begin to act like adults and not children. 


Myron Madden writes that the most blessed child in a family is usually the one that lands farthest from the physical home because the blessed are free to go or to stay. I propose to you that if Jesus had stayed in resurrected form on this earth and had not ascended into the sky, we would not have church. We would be childlike learners who only want to sit at the feet of Jesus to be taught and once in a while venture the strength to ask, “Now Jesus, when are you going to destroy Castro and Khadafy? Jesus, what are you going to do about my mother . . . my former spouse . . . my enemy?” “Jesus, will the world end on May 21, 2011?” “Jesus, what did those people in Alabama do wrong since you sent a tornado on them?” Wrong questions!

Friends, Jesus seems to be saying, “Why do you keep looking up to heaven? I’m not going to take care of the world by myself!” That great preacher Barbara Brown Taylor has said that it is almost as if Jesus did not ascend but explode, so that all the holiness that was once concentrated in him alone flew everywhere, flew far and wide. 3 On that day the eleven moved from being disciples to being apostles. They stopped asking how God could bless them and take care of their needs and began to find ways to share their blessing with others.


In Luke 24:52 we read that the eleven returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God. And in the second volume of Luke’s work—The Acts of the Apostles—we hear how these apostles blessed the blind and the lame, blessed the hungry and the poor, blessed the Jews and the Gentiles. A sure sign that you have received a blessing from God is not that you sit at the feet of Jesus and hang onto each and every word. A community of faith like Vienna Baptist Church needs a vision that is more than disciples gathering at the feet of Jesus to learn, to worship, and to love one another.

We are not only disciples (learners) but also apostles sent out from here to share the embrace of Divine Graciousness with others. Because we know that we are blessed by God, we are called to share the grace of God with those around us—our children, our grandchildren, our parents, our siblings, our spouse, our neighbors, our friends, our colleagues at work and school. Jesus has left the building and says, “Go, My children, with My Blessing” and share your blessing with others. Thanks be to God.  
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Blessing: Teresa of Avila, Spain (1515-1582)
“Christ has no body now on earth but yours, 

No hands but yours, no feet but yours.

Yours are the eyes through which to look out 

Christ’s compassion to the world;

Yours are the feet with which He is to go about doing good;

Yours are the hands with which He is to bless everyone now.”
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