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Acts 1: 1-11

Luke 24:44-53

“Lost in Space”

So today is Ascension Sunday, which is the day we celebrate Christ’s ascension into heaven.  I have to admit that I’ve always found it a little odd that the only stained glass window in this church is of the Ascension, since the ascension isn’t really celebrated much in the Presbyterian Church.  It’s not exactly what we would call a high holy day.  
And yet, we state our belief in the ascension in the Apostle’s Creed: “he ascended into heaven and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty”?  But what do we mean by that?  Do we believe Jesus literally ascended, just like Scotty beamed up people in Star Trek?  Is Jesus literally sitting at the right hand of God?  Is there some sort of throne in heaven?
The short answer is no.  Jesus didn’t end his earthly ministry with the 1st century equivalent of a rocket launch. And you don’t need to believe in a 3 tier universe to embrace and believe in Christ’s ascension.  
So please don't get stuck there. I know and you know that we live in a modern, scientific world where we understand that God is not sitting hundreds of miles above the earth. We don't have the same view of the universe that ancient people did, but that is not the point here. The story of Christ's ascension is not a page from an astronomy text book. Rather, it is about the completion of Christ’s earthly ministry and the beginning of ours.
Let me explain . . .  
The Ascension marks the end of Jesus’ ministry, and it prepares the way for the birth of the church with the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost. Up until this moment the Gospel has been about what God in Christ has done for us; from this day forward the Gospel is about what God in Christ is doing through us in the world.
When Acts opens, the disciples have been travelling with Jesus after his resurrection, soaking in his teachings and marveling at his miracles.  But now it is time for him to say good-bye and pass the baton to the disciples.  It’s now time for them take everything Jesus has taught them-all that stuff about feeding the hungry and healing the sick and visiting the prisoner and welcoming the stranger and to get out there and do it.  As the two men dressed in white say to the apostles, “Why do you stand looking up to heaven?”  
Just like Easter, when two men attempt to explain to the women at Jesus’ tomb that they are looking in the wrong place, so now two men tell the disciples that they are looking in the wrong place, too. "Why do you stand looking into heaven?" Did you not pay attention to him? He said, 'Go,' and you are rooted on this spot, looking for some further word from him. He will come back in the same way that he went, but you need ask no further questions about when, they imply. "When", or even “How”, is simply not the right question to ask.
And yet, so many Christians spend vast amounts of time, and inordinate amounts of energy asking precisely those very questions.  But we have been asked to be "his witnesses" to the world, not his calculators for his return or speculators as to how this could happen. 
Sometimes, it remains a mystery to me why so many people get caught up in the when and how, but then it dawns on that it is far safer, and far less demanding, to be a speculator than a witness. Speculators don’t need to do much, while witnesses are asked to do a lot: they’re asked to witness to the truth of the gospel: the truth of justice for the whole world, the love of enemies, and the care for the marginalized and outcast.   That’s a tall order.  It takes time and money to do that.
But as Acts 1 makes so clear, the world needs far fewer speculators and far more witnesses. There’s no time to waste staring up into the sky, scanning the horizon for Jesus’ return.  There’s work to be done, Christ’s work to be done, and it is ours to do.  
After Jesus ascended, the disciples picked up where Jesus left off.  Luke tells us they went to Jerusalem, worshipped the Lord, and were continually in the temple blessing God.

That one little sentence-“they were continually in the temple blessing God”-got me to thinking, how do we do that?  What does it mean to bless God?

Well, one way we bless God is we come together and worship God.  That’s probably the most obvious way we bless God. 

But I also believe we bless God when we are blessing to other people.  When we go out of our way to help other people, or to pray for people-we bless God.  When we care for others, we bless God.  When we champion the rights of the downtrodden, we bless God.  When we teach Sunday School to our children and youth, we bless God.  When we sing in the choir, organize an egg hunt, or lead a discussion group we bless God.   Because in all of these things we are sharing the love of God we see in Christ with other people.

Now, I have to tell you that I have been especially proud of this church as I have listened to Elizabeth’s and Joanna’s minutes for mission, because it’s clear to me that this church has become a living, breathing example of blessing God.  
· On Go! Sunday and all throughout the year, you help women and children who are victims of domestic violence, donate food and grow food for local food pantries, pack food at Food Outreach, pack backpacks with food for kids, make blankets for soldiers, and the like.
· Last year a dozen new members joined Faith Des Peres, making you the fifth fastest growing church in the presbytery. The nursery and children’s rolls are growing, and baptisms are celebrated monthly. Not many churches can say that.  The open and welcoming environment that you have fostered attracts visitors and new members, thereby helping them to grow in their relationship with God. 
· And Gay and I try our best every week to provide meaningful music and messages to help you grow closer to God and to ask the questions that inspire your daily lives.

When I look out every week, I see a whole lot of witnesses; a whole lot of people who are doing Christ’s work in the world.
It’s what it’s all about, my friends.  I am becoming more and more convinced that Christianity is less about reciting the right creed, or converting people to the correct belief, or even believing the right thing, it’s more about doing the right thing.  Putting your faith into action is what it’s all about.  And it’s exactly what the disciples did after Jesus left them.  They got organized, got their act together, stopped staring into the sky, and went out there and helped people.

As disciples, we are not called to look up into the sky looking for Jesus there, but to look out and go out and meet Jesus there in the places of greatest need.  
If Ascension Sunday teaches us anything, it teaches us that God may be personal, but God is never private.  Ascension is the day Jesus passes the baton to the disciples, to you and me, so that God’s precious dream of 
· a world at peace, 
· a dream of justice and fairness for all men and women, 
· a world where children are safe and loved and cared for and protected, 
· a world where there are no outsiders, 
· none excluded on the basis of sexual orientation, 
· no one marginalized because of gender or the color of their skin, 
· a world where love and compassion replace hatred and violence.

· Can be known.

This is God’s dream; this is Christ’s vision; this is the world we are called to build.  And I believe that this world deserves your love, your energy, imagination, intelligence, and passion; and your commitment.  Your commitment of time, and talent, and money.  
Many years ago a Soviet era astronaut returned from a mission in space and declared that he didn’t find God up there so all religion must be false.  We know that’s not true.  But we also know that on this day the gospel is less about what Christ did for us, and more about what Christ can do through us.  And it does require all of us to do Christ’s work.

Why are you looking for him up there, the men asked?  You will not find him there.  But you will find him in the world in the places of greatest need, and that is a world that needs our help and deserves your commitment.

Amen.
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