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Away, But Not Gone
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It is appropriate, perhaps, that on Memorial Weekend we celebrate the ascension of Jesus into the heavens. For forty days after the resurrection, Jesus appeared to the disciples, but on the fortieth day Jesus is taken up to heaven, never to be physically seen again. It lends to us the understanding that life is unceasing. That in death we may be separated from the ones we love, but there will come a time when we are reunited. The angels said to the disciples after Jesus passed beyond their sight, “What are you standing around gawking at? He’s gone. He will come again, but in the meantime he’s given you a job to do. Get busy.”
That of course has left the door open to a great many people who would like to predict when that day will be that Christ returns. The latest of course is Harold Camping who predicted that last Saturday at 6:00 PM would be the appointed hour.

I don’t know how many of you get Jack Harnish’s “Monday Memo” that he sends out in email. He commented that he was out to dinner at Annual Conference with some friends and went to the restroom, and as he was there he looked at his watch and noticed it was a couple of minutes after six. He thought to himself that this was not exactly the position he wanted to be in when Christ comes again. Well, fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how you view it, he didn’t have to worry.

I don’t know if you have read much of the follow up to Camping’s false prediction. There are people who hung on his every word and actually sold all they had and prepared themselves for this event, only to find that life goes on and they have nothing now.

The Associated Press also reporting on the Camping aftermath spoke with Keith Bauer, a Maryland tractor-trailer driver, who drove his family cross-country to witness the Rapture at Family Radio’s California headquarters. “I was hoping for it” he said, “because I think heaven would be a lot better than this earth.”
You don’t have to be religious to believe that. Physicist Stephen Hawking has suggested that if the human species is to survive, it needs to consider abandoning our planet and seeking refuge elsewhere in the universe. Homiletics magazine quotes Hawking, “It will be difficult enough to avoid disaster on planet Earth in the next hundred years, let alone the next thousand, or million. The human race shouldn’t have all its eggs in one basket, or on one planet.” Hawking says we need to get the heck out of here. Find a new planet to colonize. Start from scratch without the mess we’ve made.

Well, for those who like to predict such things, the next best bet is December of 2012. The great civilization of the Mayans whose advancement in math and astronomy were right about so many things long before the Europeans had a clue. It’s almost uncanny. Their calendar for some reason abruptly ends on December 21, 2012. Many believe this will be the end of the world.
There are many who believe Hawking might be right – that the earth is doomed and what’s required now is the patience to wait until we can someday punch our ticket to heaven and move to a “new creation.” A better place is waiting, and there’s no mess there! But I am not there yet, spiritually or scientifically. I also think that kind of thinking inappropriately lets us off the hook to care for what we have, and to persevere in the life God has given us and called good.
Theologian N.T. Wright in a Time magazine interview commented that never at any point do the gospels or Paul say Jesus has been raised, and so will we be so let’s not worry about life on earth. They all say, Jesus is raised, therefore the new creation has begun, and we have a job to do.”
So, with all due respect to Hawking, to the Mayan calendar, and Harold Camping, instead of waiting to abandon the earth for someplace better, Jesus would say Christians should advance rather than abandon the earth. In other words, we should develop and nurture the earth into someplace better than it is.
I understand how our Scripture lesson today can be confusing. Even Jesus looks like he is abandoning the earth for a better place. He ascends into heaven. Does what Hawking suggests we all do. 

Bishop John Shelby Spong who tends to be a bit more cynical than some theologians in supporting the literal understanding of many of these mystical passages that tend to lean against our modern sensibilities, quotes Carl Sagan who said, given what we know about the universe, if Jesus ascended into the heavens at the speed of light, he wouldn’t even have gotten out of our galaxy yet.
So, what happened on Ascension day? A literal understanding of ascension into heaven above us seems erroneous. Perhaps it is better to understand this more metaphorically – Christ continues to commune with God. Or, something we moderns have a hard time with, appreciate the mystery – that it is not our privilege to know or explain all things.

For Jesus’ disciples, the ascension was a powerful catalyst to get them to work on the mission Jesus had left them. The days after Jesus’ crucifixion had been brutal for them. They scattered and hid out. Imagine the confusion and despair. Were their last three years a big mistake? If they weren’t killed, too, what would they do next? Fish again? Collect taxes? 

But the resurrection changed everything. The disciples’ mission was on again. The opening question of the Acts text makes perfect sense: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus tells them again as he has told them before that God’s timing is not for us to know. Why don’t we take that seriously? Why have Christians throughout the ages turned a deaf ear to this clear admonition that we haven’t a clue, so quit predicting?
What Jesus did say, is that “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (v. 8). Jesus was echoing the sentiments of the prophets before him. Israel had always been a bit too myopic. They forgot that Abram’s blessing was to go to all people. They forgot that the temple was for all nations. They were passionate about being God’s people in God’s land but often neglected God’s mission and justice. Jesus was perfectly clear in his last earthly words: advance my love and justice – advance the gospel to the ends of the earth!

The ascension must have been a stunning spectacle to see. But more amazing than Christ’s departure was the unlikely lot with whom he left the mission.

They grew up cleaning fish and collecting taxes - not as religious leaders. They’d misunderstood parables. Fought over who was the greatest. Fell asleep in the garden. Denied Jesus in his last days. They’d only fully understood the life and mission of Christ over the last 40 days, when he “opened their minds to understand the scriptures” (Luke 24:45). Humanly speaking, perhaps the disciples were not the best choice to advance the good news. In fact, and this is what I want you to hear, they were probably more common and less talented than most of you.
But here is what happened with the ascension. We can think of it as the hinge of the apostolic mission. Take the resurrection and Pentecost. The hinge holding the two together was ascension. It told the disciples that Jesus’ mission was now their mission – now our mission. And that made an impact. Far from feeling abandoned, they felt empowered. His mission was theirs. They continued to praise God in the temple, and waited with expectancy for Pentecost. 

The ascension had a counterintuitive effect. In some ways I would have felt totally abandoned. Just when things started to click, Jesus leaves the whole mess to the disciples. But Jesus didn’t abandon his disciples. Instead, for the first time, they took ownership of the mission. Or as Augustine of Hippo said, “Jesus departed from our sight that he might return to our hearts. He departed, and behold, he is here.”
Ascension Sunday is a time to reflect on how we partner with Jesus in life and faith. Ask yourself these questions: Do I have a clear sense of personal mission that Christ has given me? Do I feel empowered as I should? Do I see the gospel as work of the “professional” religious personnel that we hire, or do I also see it as my vocation to which God is calling me in very real ways? 

Here are four implications on Christian living that Homiletics Magazine ruminates on, given this text from Acts.

1. It’s on us. Stephen Hawking, who is almost completely paralyzed, could justifiably say his physical limitations were too great to overcome. And didn’t the disciples have plenty of excuses to avoid the mission? Like them, don’t we have a lot of excuses as to why we can’t answer the call to ministry and service? Perhaps it’s, “I haven’t been a Christian long enough,” or “I’m not trained or haven’t been to seminary,” or “Someone might ask a question I can’t answer” or “I don’t have enough time because of the job, the family, the [fill-in-the-blank].” But please understand that now, even as it was then with the disciples, the use of imperfect people is God’s primary plan - not God’s backup plan - for sharing the gospel.

2. We aren’t alone. The disciples were told they would have help. They just needed to go to Jerusalem and wait for him. As post-Pentecost Christians, we have been given the same Spirit the disciples received in Acts 2. That means our limitations, like theirs, need not stand in the way. 

3. We’re in a partnership. Paul didn’t go preaching with persuasive words but with a demonstration of the power of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:4). We’re no different in our gifts and passions. We need to understand our mission as a partnership with God’s Spirit. We aren’t alone. So let’s pray with purpose. Where do we see God working, and how can we join God there?

4. The time is now. Not like Mr. Camping was thinking. It is not time to abandon the world. It is time to get busy in the world with the love and reconciliation of Jesus Christ. The angels issued a clear warning: quit standing around gawking. Christ may be away but he is not gone.
So what exactly are we waiting for? God has a mission for each of us. Let’s get busy.
AWAY, but not gone
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