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Sermon for May 16, 2021—“Okay, Get to Work” 
Ascension Sunday, Year B—Texts: Acts of the Apostles 1:1-11; Luke 24:44-53 

Today we celebrate the Ascension of our Lord, but I wonder if ‘celebrate’ is the right word 

to use for how we commemorate this day; because what we’re commemorating is Jesus’ 

going away.  

What began in a stable in Bethlehem, at least to the eyes of the disciples is essentially over. 

Jesus is gone, taken up, body and all, into heaven. I can’t imagine that this was a day that 

the disciples were all that fond of remembering—at least at first. In many respects it’s like 

Good Friday. Ah, but there’s where I think we can begin to not only answer the question 

of why we celebrate the Ascension, but why it’s so important to our Christian way of 

thinking. If you ask me—it’s precisely because of the parallel between Jesus’ death and his 

Ascension. Both Jesus death and ascension represent a ‘going away’ of sorts.  

On Good Friday, He was crucified and buried. And at the time, that was it. He was gone. 

Dead. Buried. But we know that was not it, we know that in three days He was raised from 

the dead and appeared to His disciples and others. He’d promised this.  

Jesus said He’d be raised and that He’d see His friends again; those that He loved and who 

loved Him. Words of Hope that came true—a promise fulfilled. In the fulfillment of that 

promise, in His resurrection, was something far greater. In the resurrection our salvation 

was accomplished. A great gift to be sure—absolutely. As for the Ascension, well here too, 

Jesus went away. He gives a few brief words to his disciples and is gone.  

In saying goodbye to their master and friend, I suspect that the disciples had a brief 

flashback to Good Friday and the feeling that this was it. Despite all that they’d seen and 

experienced, everything that Jesus had said, they felt that He was gone—and this time for 

good. The reading from Acts tells us that they continued to gaze up into the sky. 

Presumably hoping to—do what? Catch one last glimpse of him? In the vague hope that he 

would maybe stop and come back down? I’m sure most of us have had a similar experience.  

We part company with someone we love dearly and we stand at the door. We watch them 

get into a car, or onto a bus, or walk into an airport terminal to catch their plane until finally 

we can no longer see them. Remember when we could be with them at the gate and watch 

as they boarded the plane? We’d give them a hug or shake their hand, then they’d turn and 

smile, wave one last time and then disappear down the ramp. Gone.  

How many times have we done this and continued to stare at the very spot where we last 

saw them, in partial disbelief; refusing to accept that they are really gone? We think maybe 

it’ll be a while .before we see them again—if ever. They may have assured us that they’ll 

be back. Maybe we believed it. Maybe we didn’t. But there’s always hope, right?  

The disciples stood looking up staring at the spot where they last saw Jesus. Then “two 

men in white robes” speak to them, reiterating Jesus’ promise to return, offering them hope. 

And that’s what the Ascension’s really about: hope and promise. The grief of Good Friday 

is only temporary and even during the three days that followed was the hope of the 

promised Resurrection.  

Before He ascended, actually even before that, are Jesus’ words of hope: His promise that 

He would return. And he will. But just as great as that promise is, there’s another, that is—

in many ways—greater, and that’s the hope and promise of the Holy Spirit that will come 
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soon. Like salvation, this too is a gift and all of the gospels contain that promise. Similar 

to the promise of the resurrection is the promise that, “...you will be baptized in the Spirit, 

not many days from now.” This promise has—I believe—far more important implications 

for us.  

First, because while we know that Jesus IS coming back, we don’t know WHEN. His reply 

to the disciples question is that it isn’t for them to know the times or periods that the Father 

has set by his own authority. We understand, as the disciples no doubt did, that this meant 

it could be awhile before they saw Him again. And the disciples’ hearts were as heavy as 

ours when saying goodbye to friends for a while—for an indefinite period of time—thus 

the Spirit is promised. The Advocate. The Comforter. 

Which leads us to the second thing and here’s where the parallels end because—as both 

readings tells us—the disciples have work to do in the meantime. The Book of Acts tells 

them that they will—what? Be his witnesses—where? In Jerusalem. In all of Judea. In 

Samaria. To the ends of the earth. In other words—everywhere! Likewise, in Matthew’s 

gospel is what’s known as the “Great Commission.” Here is Jesus’ command to—what? 

“Go therefore and make disciples of—who? “All nations,” and again doing—what? 

“Baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and 

teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”   

Wow, sounds like a tall order, doesn’t it? There are an awful lot of verbs there, lots of stuff 

we’re being asked to do. Actually—it’s stuff we’re commanded to do! Oh yeah! And when 

we’re confronted with this, the discomfort, of course, begins. We immediately start asking 

questions: What can I do? What gifts do I have? Immediately looking for ways to avoid 

any responsibility. But don’t you think that the disciples felt the same way? I’m sure they 

were falling over themselves for the privilege of going to Samaria. 

So even beyond the short term comfort, in the wake of their beloved friend’s departure, is 

the promise of the gift of the Holy Spirit to help them fulfill what their Lord had 

commanded. To empower them or the work that they’ve been called and commanded to 

do until Jesus’ return. The same is true for us as well and it’s precisely because the work is 

difficult that we receive the Holy Spirit. And make no mistake—we have work to do. Oh 

yeah—we do! The good news is that we don’t have to go much beyond Westwood or our 

own neighborhoods. 

There’s been more than a little discussion about the state of the church and the prospects 

of its long-term sustainability. My feeling is that for our church to survive, let alone grow, 

the church will likely to be very different. I think it will—in fact—have to be different.  

This is nothing new. I’ve actually been saying it for a while now. But though the “how” 

may be different, the “what” remains the same. Jesus—as I’ve mentioned—is quite clear, 

as both Luke and Matthew attest about what the disciples are to do: “Go therefore—and 

make disciples…” and “...be my witnesses…” “Go and teach!  Go and testify!” Simple 

enough right? Simple—yes. Easy no. Herein lies at least part of the key to our future.  

Even after we’ve clarified what the “what” looks like for us comes the discomfort. But 

even after we’ve answered that question, there’s still the “how.” That is—how is this is all 

supposed to happen? Specifically—what can I do? These are the more difficult questions 

because Jesus didn’t exactly leave detailed instructions.  
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These need to be part of our discussion and why I think that we really need to pay attention 

to what Jesus is saying, because as we go about the work of moving our church forward, it 

cannot be simply about our survival. It must be about faithfulness. Which is tougher 

because faithfulness is much harder to quantify.  

So—how do we measure our progress? How well we’re doing? Will we be thinking purely 

in terms of numbers? Like, how many new members we attract? How many people to we 

have in worship each week? How much more money folks are giving? How many children 

in Sunday School? Whether we’ll be able to fill all the spots on Session, Deacons, 

committees, etc.? Sorry—but I don’t think so. Why? Well, because Jesus didn’t say, “Go 

therefore and make new members of all who have enough money, creating programs and 

baptizing babies who will one day be in your youth group, teaching them to volunteer and 

to give as much as they possibly can…” 

Now, doesn’t that sound silly when I say it out loud? Why do I get the feeling that some of 

you are thinking, “Nope, sounds good to me!” Sorry, but this is about something more. 

Much more. And if we don’t get that, working together to discern what that “something” 

is, we’ll not only not grow, but we probably won’t deserve to. 

No, this is about being the type of church that people want to join. It’s about being a real 

presence in our community. It’s about “radical” hospitality. It’s about going out—I mean, 

c’mon, Jesus did say “go...” It’s about letting everyone “out there” know that they’re 

welcome “in here.” And I mean everybody. No matter who they are. No matter what they 

look like. Whether or not they can contribute or how uncomfortable they might make you 

feel.  

My sense is that we sometimes seem so worried that if we open our doors to everyone, then 

then the “wrong” type of people will show up. And they might. But I believe that if we’re 

willing to open our minds, as well as our doors; if we’re willing to invite people in; if we’re 

willing to welcome them into this family, into your hearts and lives, then I truly believe 

that growth—in one form or another—will take place.  

There are no guarantees here. Survival is not a given. Let’s face it—without death there 

can be no resurrection. So it’s time we stopped looking up. It’s time we stopped wondering 

and worrying when Jesus is going to come back and make everything right—to straighten 

out the mess that the world’s become once and for all. It’s time we started looking around 

to see how we might lend a hand. I believe Scripture’s actually quite clear about this. Still, 

it’s not: “Look busy—Jesus is coming!”  

Because beyond being commanded, there should be a sense of gratitude in all that we do. 

The work that we do must be done, not simply because we’re told to, but because we want 

to—as a response to the presence of Christ in our lives and the difference that’s made. 

That’s where the witness aspect of this comes in—our testimony to what we’ve seen and 

experienced. Our experiences of love and mercy and grace. And trust me we’ve all had 

them, even if we don’t realize it.  

As members of this—or any—church, it’s easy to talk about all the things that we love. It’s 

easy to talk about the privileges that we have as members. Especially if we’re long-time 

members. But we tend to forget that we have responsibilities too. That things don’t just 

happen. 
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We live in what’s called the “between time,” the time between the Resurrection and Jesus’ 

return. There’s a tension there as we wait, because we don’t know when that will happen. 

But he will return! What’s more, it could literally happen at any moment! In the 

meantime—and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing—we have work to do. We’ve been 

given what we need to do it. 

Easter is over. Pentecost is next week. As Shakespeare wrote in his play The Tempest, 

what’s past is prologue.” It’s about time we get to work. 

Christ is risen. Thanks be to God—Christ is risen indeed! 

Come Holy Spirit. 

Amen and amen. 


