
Jesus’ Reign

Acts 1:1-11; Psalm 47; Ephesians 1:15-23; Luke 24:44-53

This Sunday, we come to the end of the season of Easter. Nearly 50 days ago, we gathered at

the beginning of our life in the pandemic, and with great joy celebrated the resurrection of Christ. We

sang and heard Easter songs as we celebrated that Jesus had defeated the powers that thought they

were defeating him. They crucified Jesus in an attempt to be rid of him and shut him up. But three

days later, he was raised from the dead. The conversation resumed. Jesus returned to the very ones

who betrayed and forsook him.

This Sunday is the culmination of our celebration of Easter. Even though it is a different world

for all of us than it was a year ago, today we focus upon the Ascension. If you have a church

calendar you may have noticed that Ascension Day is celebrated in the church on Thursday, the last

Thursday of Eastertide. But because we rarely gather for worship on a Thursday (especially now

when we can’t gather physically at all) let’s celebrate it this Sunday.

I have to admit that this is a weird story. Jesus, resurrected from the dead, has been

appearing to and speaking with his disciples for 50 days. These are days that the church calls, “The

Great 50 Days of Joy.” But now Jesus takes his disciples outside of town and, before their wondering

eyes, he is taken up from them into heaven. He ascends into heaven, returning to God.

It’s a strange story. Yet I’m betting that it’s a story with which you can identify. We are those

who have lived with Jesus here on earth. That’s one thing I like about the Gospels. In the

Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and even John—you know that you are hearing about real events,

right here on a very real earth. You can almost taste the dust as you walk along the roadside in

Galilee with Jesus. There are meals, conversations at a well, multitudes gathered on a hillside who

get hungry and ask for food. There is friendship and the joy of a wedding, but also sadness, betrayal,
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and finally real-life suffering and death.

You know, when you listen to the Gospels that you are not listening to fairy tales. You are

listing to real life situations and real events that could take place right here in our community. And the

Gospel of Luke is surely one of the most real—he tells us he got his facts straight in the opening of

his gospel from “eyewitnesses and servants of the word!” Our most beloved parables of the Prodigal

Son and the Good Samaritan are told only by Luke. When Luke tells of the son who journeyed from

his parents’ home and went out into the far country, lost all of his father’s money, and then came

back home in rags, you can’t help but think of the families that you know that have stresses and

strains. Maybe you even thought of your own real-life family.

But today, Luke tells a story, the only one of the four Gospels to tell this particular story, that is

strange. Jesus—the one who talked to us in words that we could understand and told us

unforgettable stories, the Jesus who touched real people and changed their lives for the better,

healing their diseases and helping them get back on their feet, this same Jesus—is now miraculously

taken up into heaven.

Wow. . . Few of us have difficulty in understanding and believing most of Luke’s Gospel. Part

of the power of the parables that Jesus tells in Luke’s Gospel is that they really connect with real-life,

everyday events. But not the story that Luke tells us this Sunday, the Sunday of the Ascension. What

is the possible meaning and relevance of this story for us on Monday after the Ascension?

A few minutes from now, we will all leave this time of worship together, a place where we hear

strange stories like this one, and go back to our real, everyday lives, in the real, humdrum, workaday

world. What on earth could this weird story mean for us then and there?

Here’s what I think. This story, strange though it is, bears a truth that’s worth hearing. In fact, it

may be a truth that you desperately need to hear today, even though you did not know it when you
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joined us for worship. Here is the truth, the truth about Jesus. But it’s a truth that is not a truth y ou

desperately need to know on a beautiful morning in May. This truth, the truth of the Ascension, is the

sort of truth that we desperately need to know on those days when the sky turns dark, and storm

clouds gather, or the earth shifts under you, and you have that feeling that you are sinking into chaos,

and you can do nothing about it. What better way to describe the world we are living in right now with

the constant threat of Covid 19? That’s when we need to remember the story about the Ascension of

Jesus.

I know there are people who think that the church and Christians tend to make too much out of

Jesus. Many of these people admire Jesus greatly. They say that they find the teachings of Jesus to

be brilliant. They sometimes say things like, “I tell you, we would all be a lot better off if everybody

followed the teaching of Jesus to, ‘love your neighbour as yourself.’” Some of these folks grant that

Jesus through his followers do a lot of good in the community. Sometimes these people say,

“Although I don’t go to church, and though I don’t believe that Jesus was necessarily divine, I do

admit that people can do a lot of good in this world, in the name of Jesus.”

And in one sense I’m glad that there are people who think well of the church and its ministry,

people who have nothing against Jesus as a great teacher and moral guide.

However, down through the ages, and certainly from the first days after the resurrection, if

Luke is to be believed, the church has said considerably more about Jesus than that he was a great

teacher and moral guide.

What the church has traditionally believed, the affirmation that gathers us here today, is that

Jesus Christ, the one from Nazareth who lived briefly, died violently, and rose unexpectedly, is

nothing less than God with us. Jesus Christ, in what he says and what he does, reveals the truth

about God. Jesus Christ is more than a wise person who points us toward God; Jesus is God with us.
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And that is the truth about God that is being expressed so weirdly and vividly in the story of the

Ascension of Christ. Christ not only speaks to us and does good among us, he not only blesses us

and forgives us, he not only suffers and rises before us, he also ascends into heaven. As we say

when we repeat the Creed, he is sitting “at the right hand of God.” Any power and might, any glory

and sovereignty that God has, Jesus, the crucified one has. He reigns.

And what is the relevance of that grand theological truth for one’s everyday life as a real

person in the real world? Here’s what I think: The Ascension means that any love and tenderness,

any compassion and concern that you’ve seen in Jesus as he walked about on this earth, all of that is

the truth about God. God has made contact with us and has revealed God’s self fully to us as Jesus

the Christ. There is no God behind the God we see in Christ. Jesus is not just the positive,

compassionate side of the face of God, God with a good publicity coach. Jesus and God are one.

Jesus sits at the right hand of God and shares in everything God has, is, and does. All that God is,

Jesus is.

If you have ever wondered, “Who is God? What does God look like? What is God up to in the

world? What does God want from me?” Then look at Jesus Christ. There is your answer.

And here is another implication for you who must leave this time of worship and go back to

real life in the real world: Any good work of compassion, justice, healing, and goodness that you saw

Jesus doing here on earth continues, wrought now by God and God the Son who reign in heaven in

the power of the Holy Spirit. Jesus has Ascended. From the right hand of God, Jesus continues to

issue royal decrees, continues to teach, to work for good in the world.

I confess I’m made a bit nervous whenever anybody claims—say, when they are going

through a difficult time in their lives—“well, at least I know God’s in control.” I feel a similar discomfort

when somebody says that they take comfort in the knowledge that “God is in charge.” I’m
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uncomfortable with these types of claims because I don’t believe that everything that happens in the

world happens because God wants it to happen. I also see too many things that happen that in no

way seem like they can be attributed to God’s control.

However, the Ascension is a definite theological claim that God not only created the world, but

that God stays with the world, that God continues to reign and to rule the world. Jesus Christ—the

one who suffered terrible injustice, he who suffered and died, that one—now reigns. He is in charge.

He is in control. Maybe you can’t see his sovereignty at work now, today, but one day we will. The

reign of Jesus will be self-evident. God’s will shall be fulfilled completely here, as we say in the prayer

Jesus taught, “on earth,” just as it is now in heaven.

Will Willimon tells a story about a tragedy in that occurred in the city he was living in, a

senseless act of gun violence: “Our mayor showed up on the scene. There were people there who, in

their grief and anguish, took out their anger on the mayor. The last thing they wanted was for the

mayor to use their tragedy as a political opportunity. They shouted out some harsh judgments against

the mayor as he emerged from his car.

Then the police gave him a bullhorn, and he said to the anguished crowd, “I am here today,

not as your mayor, but as somebody who, to some degree, can personally understand what you’re

going through.” A lot of people didn’t like to hear the mayor say that. It sounded cheap, like what

people sometimes say to people in pain.

But the mayor continued, “My little brother was gunned down when he was only 14. That was

the worst thing that ever happened to me in my life. It changed everything. In fact, the reason I ran for

office and wanted to be in public service was my pitiful attempt to bring some good out of the terrible

wrong that was done to him.”

Suddenly the crowd grew quiet. There was the sudden realization, even among people who
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were in great grief, that this powerful person did indeed understand them. He had been there. He

truly knew what they were going through.”

Today let’s take that as a kind of parable about the significance of the Ascension of Jesus.

The one who reigns, he who sits upon the throne of God, knows and understands. He has been

there.

And yet, I think the Ascension of Christ means more even than that. It means that our God has

empathy for our plight. Our God understands our pain. But I believe that the Ascension is making an

even more grand political claim. Jesus Christ not only loves and understands—he also rules. He has

power. His power may not always be immediately self-evident. His power may not always be

exercised in the way we would like, as soon as we asked for it, but he does have power, all the

power. He rules. He has ascended.

The crucified one, the one who was crucified in great part because he stood with victims, the

one who fully knows what it is to be a victim, now reigns on behalf of the victims. And if you happen

to be a victim, it’s sure good to know who reigns.

Jesus Christ has not only triumphed over death, but he now reigns. That’s the good news at

the end of the great 50 Days of Joy. News that will sustain us, no matter how many days of sadness

and fear we have to face in an unknown world. Christ reigns in power and love. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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