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Sermon 
Acts 1:1-11, Luke 24:44-53  

Ascension of the Lord • May 24, 2020 
Gloria Dei Lutheran Church, Coos Bay, Oregon 

 
I’m what one might call a genetic Lutheran…it’s been the church of my Norwegian ancestors 
for generations and generations. Although I have attended church nearly every Sunday of my 
life, I have to admit, Ascension Day services have really never been a part of that tradition…  
 
In many Lutheran Churches, when the Sunday following to Ascension Day rolls around, it 
almost always poses a dilemma: Skip the Sunday readings and read the story of Jesus rising 
into heaven? Or skip the Ascension altogether? Maybe the Episcopalians have it right. They 
actually hold worship on the Thursday that is set aside each year to acknowledge the 
ascension. My congregation in Portland didn’t get to experience Jesus’ ascension into to 
heaven last year, I think because the lessons for the seventh Sunday of Easter spoke to me 
at that time in that place - and because, I have to say, celebrating the Ascension is . . . kinda 
tricky. 
 
A few years ago, Marcus Borg, John Dominick Crossan and a few others formed The Jesus 
Seminar, and they searched for the "historical Jesus." Interest in trying to discover “the real” 
Jesus via historical methods and records rather than by religious scholars has peaked and 
fallen.  
 
The Jesus Seminar hoped to renew the quest for the historical Jesus and to report what they 
felt was the degree of authenticity of Jesus' words or deeds.  
They collected more than fifteen hundred versions of approximately five hundred pieces of 
scripture. Central to their methodology was the dating of the texts, which were then sorted 
into four categories: parables, sayings, dialogues, and stories containing words attributed to 
Jesus. The inventory included reports from Jesus’ time and covered all the surviving gospels, 
even those gospels that were not included in the Bible. The goal of the Seminar was to 
review each of the fifteen hundred items and to determine, which of the sayings, parables 
and healing stories Jesus actually said or did. 
 
Stories such as the ascension must have prompted the historical scholars, because really, 
aren’t they just too outrageous for educated, modern, science-based, cause-and-effect folks 
like us to take seriously? According to some of the scholars who are intent on recovering the 
"historical Jesus," the church is enveloped in outdated, pre-scientific hocus pocus. They say 
the church needs a little dose of historical research to be refreshed. They will be quick to tell 
you that the ascension never happened. And if pushed, they will question your belief in the 
resurrection story, as well!  
 
The ascension, they have said, was a story that the church made up, based on even earlier 
stories in the Hebrew Scriptures of prophets ascending into the clouds. If you had been there 
with the disciples and your smart phone on that day, the Jesus Seminar scholars might tell 
you that there would have been nothing to record, no feet of Jesus getting ever smaller as 
they rose away into the sky.  
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Well, fine. I have always been a lover of history myself, and the shows on the History 
Channel are among my favorites. Give me a good documentary and something to drink and 
I'm happy. But that's in my home, not in the pulpit. It's not a preacher's job to take the 
Bible's mysterious stories and make sense of them, to get rid of the strangeness or the 
wildness or the unpredictability. If a story is mysterious, then the church needs to practice 
being mystified, and sit with the mystery. I don’t think we’re called to jump as quickly as 
possible to some explanation that removes all the shadows as well as the light. 
 
So we're not going to spend any time this morning wondering about the "how" of the 
ascension--whether Jesus rose into the sky like a helium balloon or just sort of evaporated. 
And I’m not interested in the "why" of the ascension, either, although I have a stack of 
theological books and magazine articles about it that are both interesting and useful. Instead, 
we're going to look at a different gift in the story; and to receive the gift, we have to think 
about the story in a new way. 
 
The story of Jesus' ascension contains bits and pieces we will only see if we stop assuming, 
like the historians, that we know what we're going to find. We will have to look at the story 
in a new and different way.  
 
We don't celebrate the ascension because it's forty-something days after Easter and because  
it's something we’re supposed to do as a church.  
We don't celebrate the ascension because the creed says Jesus rose into heaven to sit at the 
right hand of God.  
We celebrate the ascension because we're no different from the early church that gathered 
around this story from the beginning to hear what they needed: the news that they were 
going to receive power, an advocate to help and guide them.  
And perhaps even more importantly, we celebrate this day to be reminded that we have no 
power of our own and in fact, we never have. 
 
On that first ascension day, the disciples were, a fragile little community, anxious and 
bewildered, watching their Lord leave them.  But they weren't distraught or sad. When the 
day was over, they worshiped with joy. And you know, besides having been in the actual 
presence of the physical Jesus, those disciples had another advantage over us modern-day 
folk. They knew they had no power of their own. 
 
Jesus told his disciples that any power they would ever know would be given to them by the 
Holy Spirit, but he doesn’t tell them when or how this would happen.  
Of course, someone in the group that day thought to ask the practical question—as someone 
in most groups eventually does. 
He or she asked Jesus, "So, are you going to restore the kingdom to Israel now?"  
It's not a faith question; it's a political question.  
It was the wrong question to be asking, but with Jesus, no question is unwelcome.  
"God knows the answer, but we don't get to know," Jesus says.  
"Stop worrying about having things the way you want them and wait for something else,  
a power that is coming. A gift is on the way. Wait for it." 
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We live in an era and in a nation that is deluded by the notion that our individual freedoms 
are what is most important and that everything is up to us. For you to have joined a church 
is actually kinda counter-cultural– because whenever people gather around a baptismal font, 
or the altar rail, they publicly proclaim that they rely on a power beyond themselves, that 
they believe in the God whose love and strength sustains them in all things. 
 
All ministry in the church is a gift from Jesus Christ. Members and clergy follow the lead of  
Christ, who is the chief priest of all. Jesus' ministry is the basis of all ministries, the ministry 
of "...one who came not to be served but to serve."  
 
And in case you have not heard, even through this pandemic, the church has not closed. 
Sure, we aren’t meeting together in one place, because the building is closed, but we are 
worshiping together as the church community united. Our work as a church has not stopped, 
either. We continue our feeding of the community in the Saturday meals. We hand out gift 
cards to those in need, many of you sew masks for health care workers and your neighbors, 
we gather online to study Scripture, and we pray. We pray, and we pray.  
 
All ministry, including our church community, is a gift from the Holy Spirit through Jesus 
Christ. Without the gift, without the empowering Holy Spirit that Jesus promised to the 
disciples at his Ascension, we can do nothing. We can make no claim of our own. The work 
of the Spirit never comes to an end. God will accomplish what God sets out to do and will it is 
the Spirit at work in us that makes all manner of impossible things possible— 
  
Consider the man who felt he wasn’t strong enough to bear his own pain when his wife 
became terminally ill, who woke each morning for months wanting to run away and 
disappear. But didn't. He stayed with her, cared for her and met every challenge that came. 
And when he looked back, he realized he was able to face his wife's death because he wasn’t 
doing it alone. By the power of the Holy Spirit, a woman who had been addicted to alcohol 
for more than half her life stopped drinking and stayed sober. And when peopled asked her 
how she did it, the first thing she always says is that it wasn’t her who did it. She had help 
from others who had been empowered by Spirit of God that was much greater than anything 
she could have possibly mustered on her own.  
 
By the power of the Spirit of God, a Mexican priest once took communion to the people of a 
town whose church was overrun with soldiers. They shot at anyone who came near, but even 
so, the brave priest walked forward with the sacraments with the intent to enter the church. 
The soldiers shot at the ground around his feet. Wracked with fear, the priest thought about 
turning around and running for safety, and stopped. Eventually, he moved forward. While he 
inched toward the church, the town watched. The priest’s courage, which was not his alone, 
inspired others to fall in step beside him until there was a great collection of unarmed people 
moving behind him toward the church. So great was the people’s complete helplessness and 
so great was the power that was evident among them, that the dumbfounded soldiers no 
longer had the will to harm them.  
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So the soldiers stood out of the way and the people shared the sacrament, something that 
was made possible by the power of God alone, even though, moments earlier it had seemed 
impossible.  
 
Ascension Day is the day to remember that it's the Spirit at work in the church and its people  
that makes all manner of impossible things possible--things a good deal more mystifying than 
Jesus rising into the air.  
 
 
Amen. 
 


