Ascension Sunday Sermon
21 May 2023

Acts 1:1-11
Ephesians 1:15-23
Luke 24:44-53
Psalm 47

“Wishing a very Happy Ascension Day to you and your family. May you seek blessings
of Jesus on this auspicious day. It was on this day that our beloved Jesus was received
upon heaven and therefore, we must celebrate this day with great zeal. Happy
Ascension Day.”" Please be seated.

This is from an Ascension Day greeting card. Did you know that they make Ascension
Day greeting cards that you can send to family and friends? That we were supposed to
wish each other a Happy Ascension Day?

Now, in the Church we have a number of holidays. | sometimes think of them in groups
or levels. There are the big ones, like Christmas and Easter, holidays with religious
origins that have become part of our culture, to the point that they are understood and
often celebrated even by those who aren’t Christian. Next come those holidays, such as
Ash Wednesday, Good Friday, or Pentecost, that aren’t celebrated outside the church,
but that everyone in our society has at least a general idea of what they are. And finally,
there are those holidays—the Feast of the Annunciation, Maundy Thursday or
Ascension—that are really only known by churchy folk, the holidays that the general
public doesn’t know anything about.

Given that Ascension is one of these lesser known holidays, it is perhaps not surprising
that most of my research on Ascension ended up being quite religious. There is some
beautiful artwork, particularly on the ceilings of European churches, with images of
Jesus, arms outstretched, rising up on a bed of clouds. Beautiful, awe-inspiring,
heavenly.

The commentaries and sermons | found on Ascension primarily focused on two
aspects. Many focus on Jesus’ incarnation, the combining divinity and humanity into his
person. The Rev. D. Rebecca Dinovo, in her Ascension Day address, describes it this
way, “...the Ascension is the very culmination of the mystery of the Incarnation. In other
words, it is precisely because Jesus’ body is no longer confined to earth that his body
can be mystically located in us, as the Church, the “Body of Christ.”...While on earth,
Jesus could only be at one place at one time; now, Jesus is present everywhere both in
heaven, interceding for us, and in all of his followers, throughout the entire world.” ?
Jesus, everywhere and in every one of us, that’s quite a thought.
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Other sermons focus on eschatology, the end times, Jesus ascent into heavens and his
continued intercession for us from his new, heavenly seat. In his Ascension Day
message, Andrew Harmon states, “Witnessing Jesus ascend, in other words, is like
witnessing humanity’s fate played out in plain, albeit dramatic, sight. Even as the
disciples watch Jesus being taken up, they are proleptically watching themselves
ascend, perhaps sensing that remarkable soaring feeling in the depths of their
humanity. As those today in relationship with the risen Christ, the Ascension affords us
the fulfilled promise of our very selves being lifted up at the last, where we will dwell in
and with God in a gloriously new way.”

These sermons lean deeply into the joyous, celebratory nature of Ascension. It's a
festival—music, singing, good food, and, in Switzerland, where my husband is, a day off
work. These messages also explore the importance of the Ascension in church
theology. However, can you imagine using a word like “proleptically” in a sermon? Even
after six years of university studies and nearly three years of lona seminary classes, |
had to look that one up. According to Collins Dictionary dot com, proleptically is “an
anticipating; esp., the describing of an event as taking place before it could have done
so, the treating of a future event as if it had already happened, or the anticipating and
answering of an argument before one's opponent has a chance to advance it.” 4

There’s a lot to unpack there.

So, Ascension, a celebration with deep religious meaning. Watching Jesus float up into
the sky. Perhaps longing for the day when we, too, with throw off these mortal coils and
rise up to heaven, to a place where hunger and thirst are no more, where thieves can’t
break in or steal. All that sounds great, wonderful, celebratory even.

But as | was reading through all these sophisticated explanations of the important role
Ascension has played in the development of our theology and eschatology, | kept
finding myself coming back to earth, to the disciples, to these followers of Christ who,
after having lost him and then gotten him back for just a short time, were losing him
again! Somehow, | don’t think their minds were on the incarnational aspects of Jesus’
return to heaven, or on the eschatological meaning of Jesus’ response to their question
of whether this is the time when Jesus would restore the kingdom of Israel.

Instead, in Acts we hear that they were gazing up toward heaven. They were standing
there, looking up into the sky. It wasn’t until a couple of people appeared and asked
them what they were looking at that they seemed to come to their senses.

| find this to be a much more relatable reaction. After all they had been through in the
past few months, Jesus’ death, burial, resurrection, reappearance, and now
disappearance, standing there with your mouth open staring into space seems a
reasonable reaction to me.
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| expect the disciples were confused, facing an uncertain future without their leader—
again! So, what did they do? From our texts today, we know that the disciples listened
to Jesus’ teachings. Luke states, “Then he (Jesus) opened their minds to understand
the scriptures.” Yet, even so, they clearly didn’t quite grasp what was going on. Their
minds were still focused on the concrete—is this when the kingdom will be restored?

And the instructions Jesus left for them may have appeared a bit thin. Go to Jerusalem
and wait. I'm sending upon you what my Father promised, so stay here in the city until
you have been clothed with power from on high. That’s a bit vague. And remember, we
know that Pentecost came nine days later, but the disciples didn’t have a timeline. They
had no idea how long they would need to stay in the city, to wait.

| expect that | relate to this sense of dislocation, of uncertainty, of not understanding
what is going on, because of where | am in my own discernment and formation process.
When | started this journey, nearly five years ago now, there was a page on the
Diocesan website that outlined the process, from discernment through postulancy,
candidacy and ordination. However, since then we have had a change in instructors and
in the dean of the lona program, a change in the Commission on Ministry and in our
liaisons, a change in the postulancy process, a change in the portfolio review process,
and, of course, the big one, a change in Bishop. Each step of the process has changed
or is changing. For several of us, this means that we submitted our portfolios and
candidacy applications, and have not heard anything back. We are waiting.

For someone with my temperament and background, this lack of clarity and
communication has been painful. | doubt anyone could have invented a greater torture
for me. What'’s going to happen? What am | supposed to do? The lack of clarity, the
absence of certainty, the total dependence on an unknown and unknowable process—
definitely not my happy place.

Yet reading through this text, | found solace. The disciples faced a bigger issue than
whether or not they would be ordained—they were looking into an unknown future,
without their leader and guide, not knowing what would come next. They were told to
return to Jerusalem, to stay there, and to wait. According to our texts, they did just that,
returning to Jerusalem, gathering together, worshiping Christ with prayer, celebrating
with joy, and continually going to the temple blessing God. And in those words, | found
guidance.

First, | leaned upon you all, my community, my beloved fellow disciples with whom | am
traveling along this road of discernment. | cannot tell you how much it means to see you
each Sunday. The emails with updates. The notes of encouragement. Regardless of
what happens with formation, with discernment, with ordination and ministry, | have
been blessed with you all, the loving, supportive community | have encountered here at
St. Luke/San Lucas, and one upon which we can all lean in times of uncertainty and
stress.



Second, | returned to my place. Instead of worrying about what the future might hold,
instead | focused on the needs of my current community. Supporting parishioners with
major health needs, visiting the hospital multiple times this week. Assist at the wedding
of two parishioners on Saturday. Joining with representatives of my sending parish, St.
Anne’s, at our local community center to provide over 150 meals to hungry individuals
on Friday. Shopping for the baby shower for the Babies in Need program. All these day-
to-day actions that share God'’s love.

Third, spending time in worship and prayer. Participating in corporate worship with you
all here. Singing joyously, if sometimes off key, in the choir. Sitting with those in the
hospital, holding hands and praying. Feeling that peace and comfort and power that
comes from the gathering of two or three together.

And finally, blessing God. Expressing gratitude for all the marvelous things in my life.
God’s love shown to me. My supportive husband. My wonderful child and their delightful
partner. A loving church community. Caring friends from around the world. Kind
neighbors who power wash my driveway, just because. Financial stability that allows me
to dedicate my time to ministry. Our local deacons’ corps. And you all, here at St.
Luke/San Lucas, who attend and share of yourselves each week. During this time of
uncertainty, | have given thanks for each of you, out loud, during my prayers. | am truly
blessed.

That time between Ascension and Pentecost, those days of waiting, of anticipation, of
sitting with the unknown. Many of you are experiencing your own time of uncertainty,
dealing with health challenges, with family crises, with financial uncertainties, with other
issues that we may not even know about. This is a time that, for many may be filled with
doubt, with confusion, with uncertainty.

Yet as we look at our texts, as we see the examples given us by the disciples during
their own time of uncertainty, we see a way forward. By returning to where we are called
to be. Being with our loving, supportive community. Worshiping, praying, singing
together. Blessing God. The disciples were filled with joy and blessing. Following the
example of the disciples has brought me peace in an otherwise chaotic time. My prayer
is that it will do the same for you.

Amen.



