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FCCOE; 5/24/20; Acts 1:1-11; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“The Gift of The Ascension” 

Introduction: [READ Acts 1:1-11] During this season of Easter we have been exploring the various post-

resurrection appearances Jesus made to a number of his followers. In large measure they were very 

tender and healing moments following, and as a result of, the jarring event of his crucifixion. Jesus 

appeared to and came alongside those who were experiencing grief, hopelessness and broken dreams, 

fear and anxiety, doubt and purposelessness, guilt and shame. We noted that these are all emotions we 

can experience as well; many of us have done so during the first couple of months of the pandemic that 

still plagues us. I hope that, as a result of our study, Jesus has come alongside and met you in a 

restorative, healing way in some of these places. 

This past week, we now, in our nation, find ourselves in the midst of the anticipation and hope, but also 

the turmoil and fear, that surrounds the progressive reopening of much of our life that has been closed 

down. This is a major transition we will now be going through for the next weeks and even months. 

What will it really look like? Will it work? Is it too soon…or too late? Will reopening lead to a second 

wave of infection? Should the church open, or not? If so, when? It may be allowed, but is it wise?  

In many ways, as we move on with the story of Jesus, going from resurrection (seven weeks ago) to 

ascension (yesterday) to Pentecost (next Sunday), the followers of Jesus were going through a similar 

kind of unsettling transition. The questions, I’m sure, as they stared open-mouthed at the sky, were 

many: “He was crucified, he came back, and now he’s gone again?” “He has something great for us to 

do, but we’re not to start doing it yet?” “There is power he wants us to have, but, wait, how are we to 

access it?” “He’s going to come back yet another time…and when would that be?” 

His promise through it all is that he would continue to be with them, as he will continue to be with us, 

just in a different, and actually more intimate way. Let’s begin thinking about this as we listen in on what 

is actually the first post-resurrection appearance Jesus makes, to a woman named Mary Magdalene, 

almost immediately after his resurrection. In their interaction, we already hear Jesus talking about the 

ascension [READ Jn. 20:11-18].  

I. Let go Mary!  

 A. This is a wonderfully tender exchange between Jesus and a woman, Mary Magdalene, who 

was one of a handful of women who stuck with Jesus all the way to the cross (19:25). She is also the first 

person to show up at his tomb and the first one charged by Jesus to be a preacher of the good news of 

resurrection—an apostle to the Apostles, we could really say of her. In-between, Mary is filled with grief 

as she wonders where Jesus’ body has been taken. And then he appears to her, calls her by name, and 

instructs her, in the midst of her joy, to let him go so that he can ascend to the Father.  

 B. As hard as it might be to put ourselves in that space, I think we can understand that, 

naturally, she wants to hang on to Jesus. Physically letting go of a loved one is immensely difficult. She 

thought she’d lost him but now he’s back and she’s not gonna let him go again! She wants to go back to 

the way things were because she can’t imagine how she can experience him more fully forever by letting 

him go. Jesus, however, knows how the story unfolds and that, for it to move forward, he must return to 

the Father and that the Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, must come. In that way, actually, he will be with us in a 

vastly more intimate way than before. It would be a “better normal.” 
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II. Back to the Upper Room and Forward to Pentecost 

 A. Let’s go back to the upper room for a few minutes, that place where Jesus shared a final meal 

with his disciples just prior to his arrest and crucifixion. There, as he was explaining to them what was 

ahead in the story, he made some rather remarkable statements and promises.  

a. Telling them that he would be soon going away, he also said the Father would be sending another 

companion to them, the Spirit of truth, who would help them like an advocate, and be with them 

forever. I will not leave you like an orphan, says Jesus. This Spirit, “he will live with you and be in you,” 

Jesus tried to explain. “On that day [of his coming] you will realize that I am I my Father, and you are in 

me, and I am in you” (Jn. 14:18-20). Just imagine hearing and trying to process that! 

b. A bit later in the conversation, Jesus says that this intimacy is a gift that will only come if he leaves us 

physically, ascending to the Father, so that his Spirit can be poured out. As Jesus put it: “But very truly I 

tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; 

but if I go, I will send him to you” (16:7).  

c. Then, as Jesus prays to wrap the conversation up, he prays this: “Righteous Father…I have made you 

known to them [all believers], and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for 

me may be in them and that I myself may be in them” (17:25f).  

 B. These are remarkable statements about the loving, intimate way Jesus looks forward, by his 

Spirit, to being with us, his people. As the story unfolds, this Spirit came in his fullness on the day called 

Pentecost, ten days after the ascension, and was given, and continues to be given, as a gift to all who 

put their trust in Jesus. John, in his first letter, describes it in this way: “This is how we know that we live 

in him and he in us: He has given us of his Spirit. . . If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, 

God lives in them and they in God. And so we know and rely on the love God has for us” (1 Jn. 4:13, 15). 

Among other things, in this statement, we are caught up in the mystery and the intimacy of the trinity.     

 C. The Christian teaching of the Trinity is certainly challenging and mind-bending. One helpful 

image that some of the older writers have used to describe this intimacy of love into which God invites 

us, in which we are in him and he is in us, is the image of a dance. The Trinity essentially declares that 

God is one God, eternally existent in three persons who know and love one another. In their expression 

of this love, they exalt each other, commune with each other, and defer to one another. Each person, in 

this dance, envelops and encircles the others, not seeking to take center stage, but to love and be “for” 

the other in a mutually, self-giving way.  

 D. As Tim Keller explains it, if reality is defined by a God who is not trinitarian but unipersonal, 

then this unipersonal God would be self-centered, not loving, at his core, because love only exists in 

relationship. It would be like being in a dance where everyone is standing alone and everyone wants to 

be the center of attention, having all others dance around them. Nobody would get anywhere; the 

dance would become hazardous, and even impossible!  But the dance into which Jesus invites us is 

relational and self-giving. Dwelling within us, Jesus, by his Spirit, is able to guide our steps so that we can 

begin dancing and moving in this self-giving way, caring for others and discovering joy in the process. 
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III. Standing of the Feet of Jesus  

 A. I remember, a few years ago, one of our wise and senior members, Barry Ewing, describing 

how he taught both of his daughters to dance. When they were quite little, he took them by each hand 

and told them to stand on his feet. Then he began to move to the music in order to get them to begin to 

feel and respond to the beat. What a beautiful picture! Jesus invites us into the dance of the Trinity by 

simply asking us to take him by the hand and stand on his feet as we learn to move to the rhythm of his 

Spirit. 

 B.  We do this as we worship and pray and read scripture. We do this as we undertake various 

spiritual practices such as the “Pandemic 10” has introduced. We do this as we reach out and serve our 

neighbors in need. Each time we do so, we open ourselves to the Spirit’s beat, to the Spirit’s leading. 

And in doing so, especially in times of difficult and perplexing transition, we can hopefully begin to press 

and live into the promise of Psalm 46:1 that God is our refuge and our strength, an ever-present help in 

times of trouble. He has promised never to leave us or forsake us. May we rest in this gift, the gift of his 

Spirit, that the ascension brings to us. 


