May 16, 2021 
Luke 24:44-53
Space X 
Jesus is carried into heaven, but only after preparing us for the continuation of God’s work in the world. 
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ASCENSION DAY
MISSION

##

[TOC]
Jesus blasts off to heaven at the end of his earthly ministry. But this conclusion is the beginning of a new adventure, one that pushes us into an unknown future.

AT A GLANCE: 
As the gospel of Luke ends, we watch Christ ascend to heaven in a blaze of glory. Our challenge is to open ourselves to the power of the Holy Spirit and continue Christ’s work in the world. Like a reusable booster rocket, we’re reclaimed by Jesus and used again and again to advance his work in the world. 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The Holy Autocorrect,” May 17, 2015. 

Jesus led his disciples to the town of Bethany and blessed them. Then he withdrew from them, says Luke, and “was carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:51).
Christ went up into heaven like a rocket. You could call him “Space X.”
No, he did not ride in a Crew Dragon spacecraft on top of a Falcon 9 rocket. That is the technology being developed by the private company SpaceX, which is teaming up with NASA to deliver astronauts to the International Space Station. 
Last November, SpaceX launched four astronauts to the space station in a blazing evening lift-off. They took off from launch pad 39A, the starting point of the Apollo 11 trip to the moon, as well as many space shuttle missions.
SpaceX was founded in 2002 by Elon Musk with the goal of reducing space transportation costs. His long-term goal is the colonization of Mars.
Speaking of Musk, you know that he is also the founder of the electric car company Tesla. In 2018, he put a cherry red Tesla Roadster on top of one of his rockets. Sitting behind the wheel of the car is a mannequin named Starman, and on the dashboard of the car is the message, “Don’t panic!” Last October, the spacecraft passed the Red Planet and SpaceX tweeted that Starman “made its first close approach with Mars today.” 
Now you might think that it is ridiculous to send a mannequin into space. Elon Musk would agree. “Silly and fun,” he says. But Starman’s journey may be the first step toward the colonization of Mars.
When it comes to building and launching spacecraft, SpaceX means “Space Exploration Technologies Corporation.” But when it comes to the ascension of the Lord, it is shorthand for “Space Christ,” with X being the Greek symbol for Christ. You know the shorthand: Xmas means Christmas.
Jesus went up into heaven, like Starman in a Tesla Roadster. He left from Bethany, not from launch pad 39A. But his ascension had a very different mission than the colonization of Mars.
New Testament professor Sarah Henrich points out that this passage is located at the very end of Luke’s gospel. But, she says, “Luke has a way of turning endings into beginnings for new ventures.” Yes, the final promises of Jesus “push into a future that goes beyond what Luke can see.” And beyond what we can see as well.
The ascension occurs at the conclusion of the earthly ministry of Jesus. But at the same time, it is the beginning of a new adventure, one that pushes us into an unknown future.
To understand this passage, we have to look at what led up to the ascension. Like a SpaceX mission, there needs to be a careful countdown before there can be a successful launch. So let’s do it: Three, two, one, blast-off!

Three …
Jesus appears to his disciples and to others in Jerusalem. We know the story of the resurrection, and how Jesus reveals himself to two of his followers on the road to Emmaus. He then appears to the disciples in Jerusalem, and at first they think he is a ghost. But Jesus says, “Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and blood as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39). Then he asks them for some food. They give him a piece of broiled fish, and he takes it and eats it in their presence (vv. 41-43).
Yes, Jesus has a snack — to prove he is alive.
“While this might seem like an odd or humorous action,” says Professor Henrich, the people of the first century “would have recognized it as proof that Jesus was no disembodied spirit.” When Jesus appears to his disciples, he is “the real Jesus, the real man” — as solid as a SpaceX rocket.  

Two …
Jesus “opens the minds” of his followers to understand their mission. He knows that he has limited time between the day of resurrection and the day of the ascension, so he stresses that “everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled” (v. 44). Jesus presents himself as the word of God in human form, the one who completes everything that God began to say through the law, the prophets and the psalms.
But Jesus knows that this is a lot for people to absorb — not only for the disciples, but for us as well. So Jesus “opens their minds” to understand the Scriptures (v. 45). Jesus gives them the gift of understanding, so they can better comprehend what God has been doing, from ancient times through the death and resurrection of Jesus.
We need to have our minds opened as well. The words of the law, the prophets and the psalms can be confusing and sometimes contradictory, so we need Jesus to give us correct understanding. Fortunately, the teachings of Jesus and the guidance of the Spirit can continue to give us the insight we need.
When Christians were arguing over biblical understandings in the 1500s, a group of Scottish leaders discovered that the interpretation of Scripture “does not belong to any private or public person,” nor to any church. Instead, they encouraged Christians to trust the Holy Spirit to guide them, and to focus on “what Christ Jesus himself did and commanded.”
For example, Moses said, “Kill every male among the little ones” (Numbers 31:17). But Jesus says, “Let the little children come to me” (Matthew 19:14).
The prophet Amos said that the day of the Lord “is darkness, not light” (Amos 5:18). But our Savior says, “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12).
Psalm 7 said, “Rise up, O LORD, in your anger; lift yourself up against the fury of my enemies” (v. 6). But Jesus says, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44).
Jesus can open our minds to what it means to be faithful Christians in the world today. “We dare not receive or admit any interpretation that is contrary” to the Christian faith, “or to the rule of love,” said the writers of the Scots Confession. Every word in the Bible should be interpreted through our faith in Jesus Christ, and through the rule of love.

One …
Jesus promises that his followers will be “clothed with power from on high” (v. 49). Jesus knows that he will be leaving soon, and he wants his disciples to be well-equipped to continue his work in the world. He tells them that the end of his earthly ministry is the beginning of a new adventure for them, one in which they will be filled with the Holy Spirit. Sure enough, just a short time later, they receive the gift of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost.

Blast-Off!
Jesus leads the disciples out as far as Bethany, lifts up his hands, and blesses them. While he is blessing them, he withdraws from them and is carried up into heaven (Luke 24:50-51). The disciples are as amazed as any of us would be if we were watching a SpaceX rocket rising into space.
But when Jesus is gone, the disciples do not feel a sense of loss or abandonment. Instead, they worship him and return to Jerusalem with great joy. They bless God in the temple and prepare themselves to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (vv. 52-53). For Jesus, you could say that his mission is accomplished. Not because he has blasted off into space, but because he has prepared his followers for the continuation of God’s work in the world.
Each of us is a part of God’s ongoing mission. Our job is not to stand around watching for Jesus, looking up for a Savior passing overhead like the International Space Station, 250 miles above the Earth. Instead, our challenge is to open ourselves to the power of the Holy Spirit and continue Christ’s work in the world. 
One of the interesting innovations of the SpaceX rocket is that it has a powerful booster that lifts the spacecraft into space, and then returns to Earth to be reused. In the past, booster rockets were always ditched in the ocean, which Elon Musk said was like throwing away an airplane after every flight.
When SpaceX launched in November, the booster landed safely on a drone ship in the Atlantic and was returned to land for future liftoffs.
Each of us is like that booster rocket, reclaimed by Jesus and used again and again to advance his work in the world. Yes, we have to be filled with rocket fuel, which for us is the power of the Holy Spirit. But then we can be used over and over to share Christ’s grace and love with others.
As the gospel of Luke ends, we watch our Space Christ ascend to heaven in a blaze of glory. That’s a beautiful and unforgettable sight. But as the book of Acts begins, we see the Christian community beginning to move forward into an unknown future, filled with faith and love and joy.
Let’s join the disciples in shifting from “Space X” to “Earth X”: Being the hands and feet of Jesus in the world.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
May 16, 2021, Cycle B
Acts 1:1-11*
What Does the Text Say?
This text explicitly links the current work to a previous one, the gospel of Luke, by explaining to the ostensible recipient, Theophilus, the purpose and scope of the earlier work (see Luke 1:3). It was “about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven.”
In the verses that follow, Luke reviews just what happened in the final days of Jesus’ earthly existence, including his final message and the manner in which Jesus made his dramatic exit.
Having some idle time on their hands, the disciples used the time to speculate on the impending political changes in which they assumed they would play a part. Jesus dismisses their question by saying that such matters are not to concern them. Instead they are to be “witnesses” to the “ends of the earth” when they have received “power.”
When he had uttered these words, Jesus was “lifted up” and a cloud transported him out of sight. As they were watching, two men appeared before them, posing a question that closes out the reading for this Ascension Sunday: “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.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Why Are You Looking Up? Usually, when “down in the dumps,” or downcast, some cheerful soul advises us — as though we’d not thought of this before — to “cheer up and look on the bright side.” It’s usually considered a good thing to buck up, cheer up, chin up, look up, and so on.
Not in this text. The disciples are asked, “Hey, hey, hey — why are you looking up? Look, over here, pay attention, look down, back to work, chaps.”
This text preaches the necessity of knowing:
a) what we’re supposed to do
b) what we’re not supposed to do. 
In this case, the disciples were not to worry about when Jesus was going to make them politicians, but when Jesus was going to make them preachers. Okay, witnesses.
This preaches on a personal level in terms of helping a congregation to embrace a willingness to leave behind a former way of living and embark on another. We often spend too much time gazing up in a daydreaming sort of way to the old ways that have vanished from our sight, rather than tackling what we know to be God’s will for us now.
Here’s what you could do: Examine your worship space to see how you might crisscross the space above or over it with a lattice of rope or string, from which can dangle objects that represent typical events, occupations and aspirations of many people. Objects might include books, a laptop (firmly secured), toys, clothes, a cell phone, hats or caps (especially if occupationally related), a computer mouse, gloves, shoes, baby clothes, a man’s dress suit on a hanger, a hubcap, picture frames, a football — be creative. It could be quite an exhibit.
These objects represent the stuff at which we’re staring up and gazing while nothing is getting done around us. It’s time to stop “looking up into heaven” and time to begin being witnesses.
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Acts in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Psalm 47
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm celebrates God’s enthronement and dominion over the earth. Think of it as a song composed for an inauguration day — a song to be sung at the beginning of an administration or rule, at the beginning of a person’s “ascension” to power and glory.
This psalm instructs the singer to do three things: 
· clap (v. 1)
· shout (v. 1)
· sing praises (v. 6)
The rest of the psalm offers supporting material as to why these imperatives are justified.
The “peoples” should clap and shout. They should clap using their hands, and shout using their voices, and the shout should be “loud” and joyful and directed to God. These actions — of clapping and shouting — are completely reasonable given the realities described in verses 2-5, namely, God is the most high, awesome, and “a great king.” Those three things alone should be enough to evoke clapping and shouting.
But the psalmist continues: God has subdued our enemies and given us dominion over nations, and has given us a “heritage,” and has “gone up with a shout,” a curious phrase, perhaps a reference to God leading the charge in battle.
We are to sing praises — repeated four times — because God is “king of all the earth,” “king over the nation,” a king who “sits on his holy throne,” and the “shields of the earth belong to God.” Again, sufficient reason to sing God’s praises till our voices are hoarse.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Plight of the Long-Suffering Fan … or “Get Noisy!” We’re using a sports metaphor here. Let’s say you’re a fan of your local team, but you’re happiest when the team’s opponents have been vanquished and your team has taken home all the glory. Right? Think of those cities where a major championship has arrived after years of empty promises.
This psalm celebrates the enthronement of God, and the defeat of God’s enemies.
But a quick look at the world today, and it looks nothing like the reality described in this psalm. We are like the long-suffering fan. It’s so bad, we may as well put a bag over our heads. We don’t clap, shout or sing. Instead, we’re sitting on our hands and pretty much keep our mouths shut. We’re quiet, and we won’t come alive until our team starts winning again.
The psalm is an invitation to get noisy. We clap and shout and sing in anticipation of that day when the whole earth will resound with peace, justice will prevail and God will be lifted up in glory and honor.

Ephesians 1:15-23*
What Does the Text Say?
In this text, which is suggested to us as an Ascension Sunday reading no doubt because of the content of verses 20-23, Paul offers personal greetings, and a brief summary of his theology — a theology that binds him to his Ephesian brothers and sisters as that which they share in common.
The Ephesian church not only has “faith in the Lord Jesus,” but, remarkably, they have “love toward all the saints.” It’s easy to love Jesus in the abstract, but hard to love our neighbor in the concrete. Having said this, the apostle launches into a flighty and airy encomium on the greatness of the triune God, praying that the Ephesians will be given a “spirit of wisdom and revelation” so that they might know 1) hope, 2) the riches, 3) the greatness of God’s power.  God used this power to raise Christ from the dead and seat him not just at his right hand, but “far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name,” putting “all things under his feet” making him the “head over all things for the church.” The foregoing is a demonstration of the power of God.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
This sermon should be preached in the context of Eastertide and Ascension Sunday. Verses 19-23, then, might become the particular focus of your homiletical efforts this week.
Are we Verse 19 people? Reflect on what might be the greatest power on earth or in the universe. Einstein famously said that the most powerful force on earth was compound interest. Others would make a case on metaphorical or literal grounds, i.e., love is the most powerful force, or gravity. Some suggest hate, the population explosion, jealousy, free will. Some would mention the world’s super-computers, like the Earth Simulator; others would suggest the Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland designed to smash particles together, thus simulating the “Big Bang.” Also known as the Atlas Experiment, the project led to a new understanding of the origin of mass by producing the Higgs boson, aka the “God Particle.” Your sermon could be a call for God’s People to be God’s Particle, the most powerful force on earth. (Search YouTube for “God Particle.”)
But on Ascension Sunday, it might be most helpful to research how Rolls-Royce engines get some 747s off the runway and into the sky. That’s power. But more powerful than the power identified in verse 19?
This verse mentions the greatness of God’s power twice. It says that this power is available to “us who believe,” and then the text goes on to demonstrate why the assertion that God’s power is great is a most reasonable claim. It’s great because it was the power by which Christ was raised from the dead, and by which he was seated at the “right hand in the heavenly places.” It was the power by which he was seated “far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come,” and by which “all things” have been placed “under his feet” and by which Christ has been made “the head over all things for the church.”
This power, resurrection power, ascension power, power beyond our imagining, is for us. Wait. “For us who believe.” Are we Verse 19 people?
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Ephesians in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
After surviving a five-hour journey through the Van Allen Belt — an area of high radiation — the [Tesla Roadster containing a mannequin named Starman] is on a journey through space that could last a billion years and take it as far as 400 million kilometers from Earth — the same as a trip around Earth’s equator 10,000 times.
Mr. Musk launched the car to generate interest in SpaceX and said “silly and fun things are important.” … The vehicle orbits the sun around once every 557 days.
—Charlotte Edwards and AP, “Starman in a Tesla Roadster car flies past Mars,” KidsNews, October 12, 2020, www.kidsnews.com.au.
##
When we read about it in Scripture, it appears that Jesus rose from the ground, entered into the clouds, and then continued to rise, going beyond the atmosphere and into space. But if we assume that Jesus’ entry into heaven is merely his entry into space, we can then ask, where did he go? Did he fly off and visit other worlds? Or is he just orbiting the earth, waiting for the time to descend once again? … Where did Jesus go? We must remember that God lies outside of all space and time, and yet it can be said, in a fashion, that God made a place within himself for a created other to exist, a space that includes all that is within space and time. 
—Henry Karlson, “Ascended Beyond Space and Time,” Patheos, May 30, 2019, www.patheos.com.
##
It is a prejudice of modern thought that events happen only in the outer world. What Christians regard as the most significant event in human history happened, according to the Gospels, in the psychic realm, and it altered external history irrevocably. Ascension was an "objective" event, if you will, but it took place in the imaginal realm, at the substratum of human existence, where the most fundamental changes in consciousness take place.
Something also happened to the disciples. They experienced the most essential aspect of Jesus as remaining with them after his death. …
The ascension was a "fact" on the imaginal plane, not just an assertion of faith. It irreversibly altered the nature of the disciples' consciousness. They would never again be able to think of God apart from Jesus. …
Jesus the man, the sage, the itinerant teacher, the prophet, even the lowly Human Being, while unique and profound, was not able to turn the world upside down.
His attempt to do so was a decided failure. Rather, it was his ascension, his metamorphosis into the archetype of humanness that did so for his disciples. … The ascension was real. Something happened to God, to Jesus, and to the disciples. I am not suggesting that the ascension is nonhistorical, but rather that the historical is the wrong category for understanding ascension. The ascension is not a historical fact to be believed, but an imaginal experience to be undergone. It is not at datum of public record, but divine transformative power overcoming the powers of death. The religious task for us today is not to cling to dogma but to seek a personal experience of the living God in whatever mode is meaningful.
—Walter Wink, The Human Being: Jesus and the Enigma of the Son of the Man (Fortress, 2001), 152-154.
##
One day a woman picking peaches in Georgia
lost her hold on the earth and began to rise.
She grabbed limbs but leaves stripped off in her hands.
Some children saw her before she disappeared
into the white cloud, her limbs thrashing. …
Six months later a half-naked man in Kansas
working on the roof of the Methodist Church
was seen by half a dozen well-known
and highly respected citizens to move
directly upward, his tarbrush waving, 
until he shrank away to a point and vanished.
—From a poem, “One Day A Woman,” by Miller Williams, from Imperfect Love (Louisiana State University Press, 1986). Cited in Garrison Keillor’s The Writer’s Almanac for June 17, 2007.
Full poem may be found here:
https://writersalmanac.publicradio.org/index.php%3Fdate=2007%252F06%252F17.html.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
Preaching professor Fred Craddock once observed that, as a babysitter is standing just inside the door of a house, taking her coat off, and the parents are about to go out the door, the children have three questions:
“Where are you going?”
“Can I come with you?”
“When are you coming back?”
These are the same questions Jesus’ disciples asked as he was preparing to leave the earth.
##
Buzz Aldrin, an elder in the Presbyterian Church of Webster, Texas, had planned ahead for it, obviously, or he wouldn’t have had the elements of bread and wine with him in the lunar module. Beyond that, though, Presbyterian theology recognizes that taking communion all by yourself is a pretty weird thing to do (lunar or otherwise). So Aldrin and his pastor had worked things out in advance: The lunar landing was on a Sunday, and Aldrin’s home church celebrated their earthling communion service in a way that recognized one of their church members was way off in space, communing along with them.
Aldrin had intended to broadcast the service, which included him reading appropriate passages of Scripture … but ended up doing the service during a period of radio silence. Writing later in Guideposts magazine, he reported:
“In the radio blackout, I opened the little plastic packages which contained the bread and the wine. I poured the wine into the chalice our church had given me. In the one-sixth gravity of the moon, the wine slowly curled and gracefully came up the side of the cup. Then I read the Scripture, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches. Whosoever abides in me will bring forth much fruit.’ I had intended to read my communion passage back to earth, but at the last minute Deke Slayton had requested that I not do this. NASA was already embroiled in a legal battle with Madelyn Murray O’Hare, the celebrated opponent of religion, over the Apollo 8 crew reading from Genesis while orbiting the moon at Christmas. I agreed reluctantly. Eagle’s metal body creaked. I ate the tiny Host and swallowed the wine. I gave thanks for the intelligence and spirit that had brought two young pilots to the Sea of Tranquility. It was interesting for me to think: the very first liquid ever poured on the moon, and the very first food eaten there, were the communion elements.”
—Description of Buzz Aldrin’s celebration of Communion on the Moon on July 19, 1969. Fred Sanders, “Communion on the Moon Day!” ScriptoriumDaily.com.
http://scriptoriumdaily.com/communion-on-the-moon-day/.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
“While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.” (Luke 24:51).
While he was blessing them … It seems like a strange thing to happen. Regular churchgoers are quite used to the experience of pastors raising hands in blessing, but members of the clergy usually don’t make their exit until after the blessing is ended. Typically, they don’t go very far. They take their customary position by the church door and greet worshipers on their way out.
So, the blessing we’re most used to, in church, is anything but a goodbye. But what about blessings that truly are a goodbye?
Such parting blessings are rare: and special. Adult children travel thousands of miles, sometimes, to sit at the bedside of a dying parent. Yes, they’re interested in giving comfort, if they can, to one who has long given comfort to them. But very often they’re hoping for something else. They’re hoping to receive something.
That something is the deathbed blessing. Often, the last whispered words of parents, directed to their children, become the stuff of family lore.
There are all sorts of blessings in life, but the final blessing is often the most storied, and treasured.
What’s notable about Luke’s account of Jesus’ final blessing is that there are no words associated with it. If Jesus spoke anything to them at the precise moment his feet left the earth and he started to float upwards, no witness present either heard it or remembered it.
Maybe the blessing itself is the message.
##

Commentary
Luke 24:44-53
Luke concludes the first book of his two-volume work with Jesus’ last instructions to his disciples and a report of his ascension. These final scenes appear to serve at least three purposes: to close Luke’s initial “orderly account” (see Luke 1:1-4); to summarize one central motif of the gospel — the necessity of messianic suffering (cf. Luke 9:22, 44; 12:50; 13:32-34; 17:25; 18:31-33; 24:26-27); and to serve as a literary bridge to his subsequent book (see Acts 1:1-11).
After offering proof of his resurrection to his disciples (see Luke 24:13-43), Luke reports that Jesus said, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you — that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled” (Luke 24:44). Unfortunately, the exact passages to which Jesus refers in this instance are not clearly identified, and while a survey of Luke’s two-volume oeuvre (Luke and Acts) does not entirely resolve the ambiguity, it does provide some potential illumination. For example, a loose connection between the law of Moses and Jesus’ resurrection is possible in Luke 20:37 (cf. Luke 16:16, 29, 31; Acts 3:22, 23; 7:37). In addition, whereas Luke will occasionally mention the prophets and their words, especially those of the prophet Isaiah (e.g., Luke 1:70; 3:4; 4:17; 11:30, 32; 18:31; 22:37; 24:25, 27; Acts 7:48-50; 8:28-35; 13:15; 15:15-17; 28:25), direct allusions to prophetic oracles are not as common as with Matthew’s gospel. As to the psalms, though rarely alluded to in Luke’s gospel, they are more often mentioned in Acts (e.g., Luke 20:42; Acts 1:16, 20; 2:25-28, 31, 34; 4:25; 13:33, 35).
Despite our failure to identify precisely the Old Testament references in view, Luke asserts that Jesus “opened their minds to understand the scriptures” (Luke 24:45). Up to this point in Luke’s gospel, however, the disciples have been powerless to understand completely the meaning of the Scriptures and their correlation with Jesus. This is particularly true when the prophecies concerned Jesus’ future destiny (cf. Luke 2:48-50; 9:44-45; 18:31-34; 22:22-23). In fact, the disciples’ state of spiritual blindness — which is externally imposed on them — is removed only when Jesus open their eyes and they are empowered to see (see Luke 24:13-35, esp. vv. 16, 31-32).
Previously, Jesus opened the Scriptures to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus; now he opens the Scriptures to the other disciples so they can understand two basic truths as well. The first truth is about the events they had just seen and experienced. They must realize that even though the crucifixion initially led to disappointment and disbelief, the Scriptures predicted that “the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day” (Luke 24:46). This teaching — something that they and others had previously failed to comprehend despite Jesus’ frequent instruction about the matter (e.g., Luke 9:22; 13:32-34; 18:31-34; 23:35, 39; 24:6-7, 25-26) — must be understood, for it is, above all else, the foundation of the Christian faith (see 1 Corinthians 15:3-11).
After opening his disciples’ minds to understand the gospel’s basic tenet, Jesus moves on to the second truth that they must grasp: “repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47; cf. Acts 1:8). This message of judgment and grace, which Luke adumbrates early and consistently in his gospel (e.g., Luke 1:77; 3:3; 5:32; 17:3) and repeatedly mentions in Acts (e.g., Acts 5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26:18), is to be spread everywhere to all people. Though it took some time for the disciples to realize that this blessing belongs to all (see Acts 11:18; 15:1-21; 20:21), Jesus initiates the dispersal of God’s promise when he tells his disciples that they “are witnesses [martureV] of these things” (Luke 24:48). With this charge, he instructs his disciples to proclaim the good news — a function that Luke constantly stresses in his second volume (see Acts 1:8, 22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39, 41; 13:31; 22:15, 20; 23:11; cf. Luke 1:2 — “eyewitnesses [autoptai]”). Yet at this post-resurrection encounter, the disciples are ill-equipped to carry out Jesus’ order. Therefore, he says to them, “I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:49; cf. Acts 1:4-5). Until they are empowered to speak, they are to wait and remain silent just as Zechariah was dumb and unable to speak until the day his son John was circumcised (see Luke 1:20, 64).
Having explained the central aim of his earthly mission and instructing his disciples about their role in his future kingdom, “[Jesus] led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them” (Luke 24:50; cf. Luke 19:29). Luke’s record of Jesus’ last words to his disciples is undoubtedly a synopsis of the actual event, since the precise words of his blessing are not reported. Rather, the stress is placed upon Jesus’ action — he blessed his disciples while he was with them in Bethany and when “he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:51; cf. Luke 2:15).
In response to Jesus’ instructions and his words of encouragement, the disciples worship him and return to Jerusalem as he had directed them. But they did not return to Jerusalem without hope, sullen and downcast. On the contrary, they returned to the city “with great joy” (Luke 24:52), for now they understood — at least partially — what the angels had announced to the shepherds decades before … that “a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:8-11) had lived, died and been resurrected. Incredibly, they were witnesses of that unbelievable event and by their testimony, many others would also share in their great joy (see Acts 8:8; 15:3). But until that appointed time, “they were continually in the temple blessing God” where in times past they had often heard about God’s promises from Jesus and surely received many blessings from him as well (Luke 24:53; cf. Luke 2:46; 20:1; 21:37-38; Acts 2:46; 5:20, 25, 42).

Conversation with the Children: Luke 24:44-53
Show the children a pair of adult soccer shoes and ask if they would like to wear them in a soccer game. If they say no, find out why. Explain that they might have to wait a while before they can fit into these adult shoes. Then point out that the disciples of Jesus had to do some waiting as well, when Jesus said to them, "I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high" (Luke 24:49). Explain that the disciples had seen Jesus raised from the dead, and they were anxious to spread his gift of forgiveness to everyone, but Jesus said to wait until the power of the Holy Spirit came to them. Ask the children if they think it was hard for the disciples to wait, and agree that we all get impatient when we want to do something right away. Then suggest that the disciples had some growing up to do before they could accomplish everything Jesus wanted them to do … in particular, they had to meet together, pray and spend time "in the temple blessing God" (v. 53). Let the children know that the same is true for them, because they will become full-grown disciples of Jesus as they meet together at church, pray and worship God.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
One: In the presence of God … 
All: Toes tap to some heavenly chorus,
One: Tears emerge from a hidden ache,
All: Silence descends like a gentle mist,
One: Joy ascends like a rocket in the sky.
All: God is here …
One: Glad hearts are refreshed,
All: Sorrowing hearts find comfort,
One: Broken hearts discover healing,
All: Searching hearts find home.
One: Here in the presence of God,
All: We are made whole and sing our joyful songs of praise.

Prayers — General
Leader: God of love, your constant love extends toward the heavens and your faithfulness reaches the clouds.
People: You are like a strong mountain and a mighty sea. How precious is your love, O God of power and might.
Leader: Your constant love provides shelter and protection.
People: Your love sets a banquet of the finest food. How precious is your love, God of great power and might.

Benedictions — General
As we leave this place, let us depart in the assurance that God does not remain hidden in a cloud, concealed from us.
God is still among us!
Let us not gaze longingly at heaven for a sign.
God is revealed!
Let us glimpse the face of Christ in one another. Let us celebrate the Holy Spirit, who works in our community. Let us give glory to God our Creator, today and every day. Amen.

Hymns
All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name
A Charge to Keep I Have
Jesus Shall Reign

Worship and Praise 
Crown Him with Many Crowns (Marialke)
Fly Away (Deibler)
Open the Eyes of My Heart
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Ascension of the Lord (Seventh Sunday of Easter), Cycle B
Acts 1:1-11*
Psalm 47 or Psalm 93
Ephesians 1:15-23*
Luke 24:44-53*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
