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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 towards 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 worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 
and they were continually in the temple blessing God.

This Ascension day came last Thursday and we celebrate it today. In one 
church I know, the stained glass windows, like these, tell the Biblical story. Except 
in that church, the windows in the church skip from the Garden of Gethsemane to 
Ascension – did they run out of room or was it a signal of significance?! Either way, 
this day was important for the early church and for us today. 

At its heart is the mystery of Christ’s presence and seeming distance from our 
lives. Hear this poetic word that holds this mystery together:

We saw his light break through the cloud of glory 
Whilst we were rooted still in time and place 
As earth became a part of Heaven’s story 
And heaven opened to his human face. 
We saw him go and yet we were not parted 
He took us with him to the heart of things 
The heart that broke for all the broken-hearted 
Is whole and Heaven-centred now, and sings, 
Sings in the strength that rises out of weakness, 
Sings through the clouds that veil him from our sight, 
Whilst we our selves become his clouds of witness 
And sing the waning darkness into light, 
His light in us, and ours in him concealed, 
Which all creation waits to see revealed .
We saw him go and yet we were not parted.
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Malcolm Guite’s poem gets to the center of the Ascension day mystery. Jesus 
left us in one sense – “ascended to the right hand of God,” as the creed affirms. But 
in a wholly other sense, Jesus is very much with us – “We saw him go and yet we 
were not parted” the poem reads.

There is a deep sense of both finality about the ascension — he leaves. And 
a real sense of suspension — the disciples are asked to wait for the promised gift of 
the Spirit that is coming.

There is a real sense of intimacy and distance; Jesus seems both near and far 
in this passage.

The Greek New Testament affirms that here when the text says he “withdrew” 
it literally means he was getting farther away. And so the image of Jesus blessing the 
disciples while he is moving away from them physically is a striking one to me.

I wonder what the disciples must have been feeling initially. Don’t go Jesus! 
We were just getting used to you being here again Jesus!  

When are you going to restore the kingdom of Israel? A question they’ve 
been asking all along.

I know, I know, it is dangerous territory to try to read between the lines of 
scripture and to know what people were “feeling” outside of what they actually say. 

But I do wonder. 

All of Christian history from then until this paradox of the Ascension, many 
of you have felt the nearness and distance of God. If you haven’t, God bless you.

One of the more compelling things about the life of Saint Mother Theresa 
was the publication of her journals, her diaries, her thoughts over five decades com-
piled in a book titled Come, Be My Light.”

Even the title is itself a plea to a God who for much of her life vacillated be-
tween presence and absence. More of the absence probably.

The intimacy of Christ was one of the things that led her to devote her life to 
a religious order, to a life of solidarity and sacrifice.
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Most know of the tragic and yet inspiring story of Anne Frank. Many people 
have read her diaries. She and her Jewish family hid from the Nazis for years until 
they were discovered. Anne was among those who did not survive the camps. It was 
her father who is responsible for making known Anne’s writings. She wrote this: 

I see the world gradually turned into a wilderness. I hear the ever approach-
ing thunder, which will destroy us too. I can feel the sufferings of millions 
and yet, if I look up into the heavens, I think that it will all come right. In the 
meantime, I must uphold my ideals, for perhaps the time will come when I 
shall be able to carry them out.

Again, we hear the yearnings of a person who has ideals and who without a 
heavenly gaze cannot bear the suffering.  

Even hers speak of the intimacy of ideals in the face of suffering. She has to 
be fed by looking upward to heaven.

Time after time, we run into ordinary and extraordinary people who are wit-
nesses to this Christ, who, even though he ascended, remains so close.

I once visited a hospital. The granddaughter was tragically injured and I sat 
with the grandmother and grandfather and I felt like I was in the presence of saints. 
Theirs was a faith that was not naïve about what had happened or pie in the sky or 
too rosy. They had realism in their bones about their granddaughter’s condition, but 
their faithfulness was so real and strong. 

Over and over again, she repeated her faith that God was present in that very 
hospital — caring, holding, strengthening, sustaining them through it all.

Given what they were facing, I was astounded. 
When Dr. Elizabeth Kubler Ross was writing her famous book on death and 

dying, part of her research involved interviewing dying patients in the hospital, 
trying to find out how they felt and thought as they faced death. As she went from 
room to room in the hospital, she began to notice a remarkable pattern. Sometimes 
she would go into a dying person’s room and the person would be calm, at peace, 
and tranquil. She also began to notice that often this was after the patient’s room 
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had been cleaned by a certain hospital orderly. One day, Dr. Ross happened to run 
into this orderly in the hospital corridor, and she said to her, “What are you doing 
with my patients?”

The orderly thought she was being reprimanded by the doctor, and she said, 
“I’m not doing anything with your patients.”

“No, no,” responded Dr. Ross. “It’s a good thing. After you go into their 
rooms, they seem at peace. What are you doing with my patients?”

“I just talk to them,” the orderly said. “You know, I’ve had tragedies of my 
own. But God never abandoned me. I tell them that. I tell them that they aren’t 
alone, that God is with them, and that they don’t have to be afraid.”

And maybe this was the blessing that Jesus gave them even as he mysteri-
ously ascended: “God is with you, God did not abandon me, don’t be afraid.” 

And they returned to the temple in Jerusalem with great joy. Even in the 
midst of their anxieties and fears, they returned with great joy. Astounding.

I previously served a church that was a multi cultural congregation. There is 
no ethnic majority in this church. Worship services were well planned and carried 
out, but because of the diversity of traditions and cultures, there was an element of 
unpredictability in the services as well.

On one occasion, I was in the middle of my sermon, talking about the call of 
the church to be inclusive, welcoming, helping people in need — and right in the 
middle a man stood up in the back of the sanctuary and said, “I’ve got a witness to 
that!”

The anxiety in the worship service went sky high in that moment, wondering 
what he would say. I knew this man and so with some trust I said, “Share with us 
your witness.”

And in brief form, he confirmed that this church had been for him what the 
scriptures of the day had pronounced. He had experienced the welcome of Christ in 
that particular community. And what was a moment of anxiety turned into a burst 
of spontaneous joy.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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Now, I would say, don’t get any ideas. But, actually, do. Please get that idea. 
Joy manifests itself in all kinds of ways, in this way, and in others. Please catch the 
notion that if in the midst of anxieties, you feel joy, you would be in good company 
with the first disciples.


