 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Sermon - 17.05.2026 – Ascension Sunday (Easter 7) YA
    “What does Ascension mean?”

Lectionary readings: Acts 1:1–11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15-23; Luke 24:44-53
7 He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. 8 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 Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 9 When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10 While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 11 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.” [Acts 1:7-11 NRSV]
49 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.” 50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them. 51 While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven. 52 And they worshipped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 53 and they were continually in the temple blessing God. [Luke 24:49-52 NRSV]
Well, we have now reached the 7th Sunday of Easter and, since we celebrated Ascension Day last Thursday (some of us attended the Ayrshire celebration at St Columba’s, Largs, which was very uplifting) the Lectionary gives us the option of readings for Easter 7 and alternative readings for Ascension Sunday.  As I have rarely heard the Ascension of Jesus spoken about, I decided to speak on the subject today and use those readings.

Growing up in England and attending CofE schools, I was very much aware of Ascension Day but never thought a great deal about it what it meant; Hannah, educated in Scotland, grew up largely unaware of the day at all; traditionally, Presbyterian churches do not celebrate the day liturgically.  It wasn’t until we went to live in the Netherlands and then West Germany in the 1970s that we experienced Hemelvaart, or Himmelfahrt as an important public holiday for everyone, Christian or not. So, why is this important date in the Christian liturgical calendar not universally celebrated in the same way?

The vast majority of Christians celebrate Christmas (birth of Christ) and Easter (death and resurrection of Christ) and many celebrate the Day of Pentecost (gifting of the Holy Spirit and birth of the Church) but the Ascension of Jesus to heaven often seems to get lost.  This seems, to me, rather inconsistent with what we say “we believe” each week in the Nicene Creed: “For our sake [Jesus] was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.”  There is a clear continuum in the Creed, from the suffering, humiliation and death of Christ (Holy Week), his bodily resurrection (Easter Day), then his bodily ascension into heaven (Ascension Day) and his ‘session’ at the right hand of the Father; and, finally, Christ’s eventual return in glory to judge the world - which we don’t talk very much about at all!  So, why in today’s world, does the Ascension of Jesus have so little recognition, at least in this country?  Let’s take a closer look at what it means:

The Feast of the Ascension of Jesus Christ, also called the Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord, or Ascension Day (anglicised from the Vulgate Latin ascensio Iesu, literally 'ascent of Jesus') is the Christian (and even Islamic) belief that Jesus ascended bodily into Heaven. Christian doctrine, as reflected in the major Christian creeds and confessional statements, holds that Jesus ascended after his resurrection, where he was exalted as Lord and Christ, seated at the right hand of God. It commemorates the Christian belief of the bodily Ascension of Jesus into Heaven at the end of his earthly ministry. Ascensiontide refers to the ten-day period between the Feast of the Ascension (40 days after Easter) and the Feast of Pentecost (50 days after Easter).  The Sunday within that period may be referred to as the Seventh Sunday of Easter or the Sunday in Ascensiontide, which is where we are today.  The observance of this feast is of great antiquity. The early church Father, Eusebius, hints at the celebration of it in the 4th century AD, while, at the beginning of the 5th century, Augustine of Hippo claims that it is of apostolic origin.
Looking now at the scriptural authority, there are two Biblical accounts of the Ascension: in Acts 1:1-11 and Luke 24:44-53; both of these Lections are in your pew sheets this morning.  As you read them, you will see that they are slightly different in detail, which is a bit surprising given that they are supposedly written by the same author, Luke.  However, the basic thesis is the same.
In Luke’s Gospel [Lk 24:45-49 NRSV]: 45 Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, 46 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, [this almost exactly parallels what we read in the Nicene creed earlier] 47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. [So, the good news, or the gospel, concerning Jesus Christ is to be taken to others across the world, not by Jesus himself, but by the disciples whom he had trained] 48 You are witnesses of these things. 49 And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised [they could never do this in their own strength but they were going to be equipped, according to the Father's promise, with the Holy Spirit]; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high. [This equipping will take the form of their receiving the Holy Spirit of God which will occur shortly on the day of Pentecost which we will be celebrating next Sunday. The Greek word here translated as power is dynamis, the same root word from which we derive our English terms such as ‘dynamic’ and even ‘dynamite’ – it’s power on a scale that we can barely imagine! The world had never seen the like before.]
In the Acts of the Apostles [Acts 1:3-5,8 NRSV]: 3 After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. [So, this is where the evidence is for the Ascension coming 40 days after Jesus’ resurrection on Easter Day] 4 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; 5 for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” [As in the Gospel account, the waiting period is for the disciples to receive the Holy Spirit; this is something completely new - In the Old Testament, or under the old covenant, the Holy Spirit would sometimes be given to an individual person for a specific purpose but now the disciples were to receive the Holy Spirit on a permanent basis, as the Spirit would indwell all Christian believers.] 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; [again, the word for power is dynamis and it comes as a direct result of the anointing and indwelling of the Holy Spirit] and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  [So, the primary Purpose of the gift of the Holy Spirit is to take the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ across the world. This is why it was important that they were ‘witnesses’ [Lk 24:48] so that they could testify to what they had seen and heard. This ministry was to commence where they were in the great city of Jerusalem and then was to be extended, first of all to the more rural people of their own kind in Judea and then to the related people, that they did not like so much, in Samaria and then throughout the Roman Empire and other then-known parts of the world (KJV: “the uttermost part of the Earth”). Something like this had never happened before!]
In what many commentators regard as the pinnacle of Paul’s writings – this morning’s Epistle to the Ephesians [Eph 1:20-23 NRSV]: 20 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, [so here we have the same dynamis word for ‘power’ but now related to Christ as he is ascended and glorified at God’s right hand.]  21 far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. 22 And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. [So, the same power which belongs to Christ in glory – where he still remains – is the power that was given to the early disciples, and then to the wider church, through the Holy Spirit and by extension even to us today; a power that is all-pervading, unstoppable.]
The story of Jesus’ death upon the cross and his resurrection is indeed truly remarkable and is rightly celebrated throughout the Christian Church at Eastertide - but that is not the complete story, and we should not stop there. Those 40 days between the Resurrection and the Ascension were used by Jesus to train his disciples to enable them to take the gospel message to a far wider audience than was humanly possible by one person. If Jesus had not ascended into heaven and been exalted to God's right hand in glory, then what occurred on the day of Pentecost would not have happened and the Holy Spirit of God would not have been poured out on all believers, and the Church of Jesus Christ would not have been born.  Because of the Ascension of Jesus, that same dynamis power is available to us to this day if we will only embrace it and see what God can achieve in and through our lives. I would say that that makes the Ascension pretty important and well worth commemorating and I encourage everyone of us to make its celebration meaningful in our own lives. Amen.
