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

Acts 1:1-11
In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught 

from the beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving 
instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. After 
his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, ap-
pearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. While 
staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for 
the promise of the Father. 

“This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with 
water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.”

So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is this the time 
when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father 
has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 
come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Sa-
maria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud 
took him out of their sight. While he was going and they were gazing up toward 
heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. They 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.”

Psalm 47
Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy.
For the Lord, the Most High, is awesome, a great king over all the earth.
He subdued peoples under us, and nations under our feet.
He chose our heritage for us, the pride of Jacob whom he loves. Selah
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God has gone up with a shout, the Lord with the sound of a trumpet.
Sing praises to God, sing praises; sing praises to our King, sing praises.
For God is the king of all the earth; sing praises with a psalm.
God is king over the nations; God sits on his holy throne.
The princes of the peoples gather as the people of the God of Abraham. For 

the shields of the earth belong to God; he is highly exalted.

Ephesians 1:15-23
I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the 

saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you 
in my prayers. I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may 
give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with 
the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he 
has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, 
and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, accord-
ing to the working of his great power. God put this power to work in Christ when 
he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly 
places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above ev-
ery name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. And he 
has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the 
church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.

Luke 24:44-53
Then he said to them, “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 proph-
ets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.” 

Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to 
them, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead 
on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed 
in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these 
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things. And see, 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.”

Then he 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. And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 
and they were continually in the temple blessing God.

Have you ever known those people who are simply joyful against the odds?
As long as I have memory I will remember Elizabeth. She was the first person 

for whose funeral I officiated. She had lived a simple life — had never driven a car, 
never traveled outside of the state of Texas, didn’t have indoor plumbing until she 
retired. 

She had one child that died after two days of life. On her grave marker under 
name was inscribed “mother.” 

She had gone through all of the ups and downs of life. There was an unex-
plained joy underneath her. Against the odds of loss she had experienced, there re-
mained joy. 

Have you ever known someone who was joyful against all odds? 
May be your mother is or was one of those kinds of people. 
I know that many have had complicated relationships with mothers, and 

today comes with many feelings. Some of your mothers I bet are those who kept joy 
against all odds of hardship.

The Gospel of Luke relays the joy of the disciples in our story in a way that 
amazes me.

Ascension Sunday is something of a pivot point in the Christian story. Luke 
has it that Jesus spends these weeks appearing to the disciples and leaving with 
them last messages. On this day the mysterious ascension of Jesus is recorded in 
Luke and in its companion volume, the Book of Acts.
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Our creeds affirm it and the earliest Christian historians and leaders marked 
it as a significant day in the life of early Christians celebrating the Christian story. 

One other ascension comes to mind from the Scriptures, that of Elijah as-
cending, complete with chariots of fire, horses of fire, and a whirlwind.

Moses goes up to a high mountain and dies and there is left with us the im-
pression that God came and took Moses.

Luke wants us to see Jesus’ departure like theirs.
Several commentators suggest the Ascension is crucial for understanding the 

nature of Jesus because for those who doubted early on it demonstrated that Jesus 
was not a disembodied spirit or such but human and divine together. 

The Jesus who walked and talked, the Jesus who was crucified and resurrect-
ed is the same one who they now see ascend.

But before the early church had a theological creed with the Ascension, a 
biblical canon, or an intellectual structure, it had its worship, its liturgical practices. 
The disciples’ reactions to the Ascension gives us a worship, a liturgical practice be-
fore doctrinal work is done. 

A Latin phrase captures this —  lex orandi, lex credendi  —“the law of prayer 
establishes the law of belief.” In other words, worship is the source and guide.

I would expect the disciples to exhibit more sadness at the exit of Jesus.
It isn’t that there wasn’t sadness and fear, but you can tell a story a lot of dif-

ferent ways, can’t you? 
We’ve talked about it here before. Much depends on how we tell life’s story, 

and, Luke chooses to tell this story this way: “They returned with great joy.”
They go to the place, the temple, where God had always promised to meet 

them, and they worship and wait with patience and faithfulness and joy for the 
Spirit to come.

There was an old Jewish story about two brothers who were in the flour mill-
ing business. One of the brothers was married and had children, the other was 
single. They were equal partners in the business, and they made an agreement that 
at the end of each day, they would take any extra flour that had been milled and di-
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vide it into equal shares, and each brother would take his share home and put it in 
his storehouse. But one day the single brother began to think, “Here I am, unmar-
ried with only myself to care for and my brother has a wife to support and children 
to feed. It isn’t fair to divide the flour evenly. My brother should have more of the 
flour. So that night, he took some of the flour out of his own storehouse and, so not 
to embarrass his brother, he went under the cover of darkness to his brother’s store-
house and secretly left the flour.

It just so happened that at that very same time, the other brother began to 
think, “Here I am with the richness of a family. I have a wife. I have children, and 
my brother has no one to take care of him when he gets old. It’s not fair to divide 
the flour evenly. My brother should get more, so he, too, took some of his flour and 
under the cover of darkness slipped it into his brother’s storehouse. 

Every night, unbeknownst to the other, each brother did this, always amazed 
the next day by the mystery that somehow the level of flour in their storehouses 
never seemed to diminish. Until one night, their arms laden with sacks of flour, 
they met each other in the darkness and realized what had been happening all 
along. With tears of loving joy, the two brothers embraced there in the darkness. 

According to the old tale, when God saw this, he touched that spot on the 
earth and said, “This is where I will build my house. For my house must always be a 
place of great joy.”

The house of God is where God and people meet, is a place of joy. 
So then joy is when people are so full of self giving and have discovered the 

joy of serving that it overflows and overflows again…
Joy brings people together. It overflows with gratitude and worship. Joy calls 

to mind prayer and thanksgiving. Joy shores us up, gives us foundation for hope 
and patience and even endurance. It helps us see loss in a new light. 

The other sense I get from this short passage is one of urgency and faithful-
ness. The disciples return to the temple in worship and joy. 

In Christian joy there isn’t time for cynicism and fear, there isn’t time for 
criticism. We all have our moments, and some things deserve a holy skepticism, but  
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this moment for the disciples is one of worship and patience and prayer. And this 
gives joy.

N.T. Wright points out that Luke’s gospel ends, as it began, in the Temple at 
Jerusalem. “Worship of the living God,” Wright says, “is at the heart of Luke’s vi-
sion of the Christian life.” Jesus’ ascension into heaven, then, is not “beam me up, 
Scotty” science fiction, but rather that which makes possible the Church’s existence. 
Because Jesus is not here, the Church can be, must be. The Church is constituted as 
and empowered to be his worshiping, witnessing body here and now.

Even though Pentecost is usually thought of as the birth of the church (That’s 
next Sunday.) you could make a case that when Jesus leaves and they keep worship-
ping together, the church is born!

It seems to me that joy-sharing is one of the distinctive vocations for the 
church — sharing joy, exhibiting joy in our lives and in our worship. We can’t be 
too serious for joy. We can’t be too silly for joy. Joy has substance because it under-
stands, like the disciples, that there is loss (Jesus has physically left for a while.) and 
it understands that they have good work to do in Jesus’ name.

In both the stories of Moses and Elijah, their successors are chosen and act in 
the ways of their masters. After Moses’ death, Joshua assumes control of the forces 
of Israel and leads them into the land of promise. And after Elisha asks his master 
for “a double portion of the spirit,” he witnesses Elijah’s dramatic ascent and receives 
what he has asked. 

In the same way, Jesus leaves the scene physically in order that the disciples 
might carry on his work while waiting for the Holy Spirit of God to descend on 
them. 

We don’t know what the future will bring, so much as we know that Jesus has 
gone ahead of us and prepared the way.

God will still be God after the presidential election. God is still God whether 
you had a wonderful mother or a difficult relationship with your mom. God is still 
God in your remembrances and grief with your mom and, yes, God can even give 
you great joy.
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This Joy against the odds
Alyce McKenzie teaches preaching at Southern Methodist University and re-

lays this poignant story:
“My dad lay dying of liver cancer in his study at my parents’ home that af-

ternoon in November of 2002, and I sat in the kitchen staring into a cup of cold 
coffee. My niece though, was a different story. Ava was then five years old. She had 
hovered near grandpa’s bed earlier that day, patting his hand as the hospice worker 
came to check on him. That afternoon the doorbell began to ring as visitors came to 
pay their respects to my dignified, dying dad. My mother wasn’t sure how to handle 
this. Not sure that friends would want to visit a deathbed. Maybe they’d prefer to 
stay in the living room and just verbally express their care and concern. She was 
showing one couple into the living room, when Ava came up and took the man by 
the hand. ‘Want to come say goodbye to my Grandpa? He’s leaving soon.’ She led 
them back to his bedside. There they simply said, ‘We love you, Bob.’ And he was 
able to say, ‘You two have been the best friends a man could have. I love you too.’ 
Who would want to miss a moment like that? From then on, Ava became the door-
keeper and hostess. She was the best qualified for the job that day. Because she got 
that this moment was important and that it wasn’t all sad.”

Luke tells the story that way. There was sadness among the disciples who 
were witnessing Jesus physically leave to be sure, but there was great joy.

If you know those people who have joy against all odds, let them be your 
teachers for a joy-filled life. If you don’t have those kinds of people in your life, look 
for a child, and you will often find joy against all odds. 


