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Today marks a day of transition. While Ascension Day is officially
Thursday, most Protestant churches who follow the liturgical calendar
remember Christ’s ascension on this Sunday. In our story from Acts we
are told what the disciples experienced. Jesus is gathered with his
disciples shortly after the resurrection from the grave. They ask him “Is
this when the kingdom will come?” They wanted to know if the time
had come for Christ’s kingdom to fill the earth.

The response they received still rings out today. In the Common
English Bible, Acts 1:7-8 records Jesus’ response: “It isn’t for you to
know the times or seasons that the Father has set by his own authority.
Rather, 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 end of the earth.”

After saying these words, Jesus ascends up into the sky and the
disciples are left staring up at the clouds. “Where is Jesus?” “Wasn’t
this the time?” “Why couldn’t this be the time?” The disciples stood
waiting.

It is a strange story most years, but this year the Ascension has fallen
during a strange season. In the past few weeks there have been mass
shootings in a grocery store a bit down the road and in an elementary
school across the country. The news has been filled with stories about
ideas that are absolutely opposed by the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The
Gospel of Jesus Christ is absolutely opposed to the idea that one race
should violently oppress another race. Jesus taught us to love our



neighbors and brought healing into the lives of the people around him,
including Samaritans and Romans.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ is absolutely opposed to bringing loaded
firearms into a school to harm children. Jesus taught that children
should be free to come to Him and healed more than one child. The
Gospel of Jesus Christ is absolutely founded on ideals like loving your
neighbor as yourself, praying for your enemies, and bringing healing
into the world rather than violence.

When we think about all that Jesus taught and did, this is a good year
to look at Ascension Day. Why? Am I the only one who has read the
news, looked up at the clouds, and wondered when exactly Christ will
return? “Jesus, is now the time that you will return?” “Christ, is now the
time that your kingdom will come?”

The parable Jesus told of ten bridesmaids seems particularly apt for
days like these. Five bridesmaids who were wise enough to trim their
lamps and five bridesmaids who were foolishly assuming that
everything would be fine without extra oil. They were waiting for the
groom to come, but the darkness came far more quickly. Who has
enough oil? Is there enough to spare?

In the parable, the foolish end up missing the groom and the
celebration. Too little, too late, the bridesmaids without oil ended up
returning after the gates were closed. The way to the celebration was
barred and the door was just closed to them.

There are moments in our journey through this world when we can
come to a place of honest reflection. There are moments when we look
up to the sky and wonder when Christ will return. There are moments



when we wonder if there really is enough oil to make it through dark
moments.

The shooting in Buffalo caused me to wonder a time or two. I realized
the other day that I have driven the roads enough over the years that I
could drive to that grocery store in Buffalo on Jefferson Avenue without
a map. I looked at a map of the area and realized that my childhood
home was within miles of that grocery store. As I thought about these
things, I thought about how I worked in a Tops before seminary when I
was a youth intern at home church.

For me, the closeness of those events caused them to strike me in a
deep way, but this is not the first horrific event in recent years. Some
people see the events on television and Texas and see in the stories a
reflection of their grandchildren or children in school. For others,
seeing a sunflower reminds them of a family member from Ukraine.
When these moments strike close to home, the world can seem pretty
dark.

There are definitely moments when I cynically wonder if there’s enough
oil in the world to keep the lamps lit through the darkness. It drives me
to deep prayer at times where I find myself honestly asking two
questions which the disciples asked long ago. 1) Isn’t it enough by
now? Is this the time when Your kingdom will stop the madness? 2) If I
cannot know the time Christ will return, isn’t there a nice quiet place
where I can stare at the clouds and wait?

Friends, I have spent a lot of time over the years praying for the time to
come, but the time I wish for has yet to reveal itself. Friends, some of
my favorite pictures from when I first learned to use a camera were
pictures of clouds. What a joy it would have been to develop the



pictures just to see a head peeking out from behind the clouds with a
sly grin. I have spent a lot of time praying.

Friends, there are two truths that are really powerful for these kinds of
moments. First, Jesus rose from the grave as a whole person. Second,
we are called to walk down the same paths that Jesus walked.

We have stories of Jesus eating fish, inviting disciples to see the holes
in his body, and even breaking bread with disciples in an inn on the
road from Jerusalem to Emmaus. Jesus does some amazing things,
but we see Jesus alive in all sorts of ways after the resurrection. He
eats, he touches, he cooks fish, and does a number of mundane
things. The Jesus who rises on Ascension Day isn’t just some
phantasmal spirit or questionable apparition. The stories in our
scripture are clear.

Jesus rises up to heaven in what we might call body, soul, and spirit. If
we have a less western worldview, it might go without saying that
Jesus rises as a whole being, but after years of Greek philosophy
making us wonder if there really is a world in which mind, spirit, and
matter are separate, it is important to note that the Jesus that rises is
someone who is completely and fully human.

Why does that matter? 1 John 2:6 tells us that people who claim to be
in Jesus, to live in Jesus, to be united with Jesus, should and must live
lives like Jesus. We are called to live like Jesus, which means that
even when the world turns against us, when the people who should be
allies turn against us, when the crowds yell for crucifixion, when
condemnation falls on every side, and when we realize that the
dreadful cross in front of us is meant for us. Even on those days, we
are called to light our lamps, to hold our faith close, to let the light
shine, and remember that Jesus walked this road first.



What’s more, when we see the world filled with darkness, dread, sin,
and absolute nonsense, we can remember that Jesus triumphed after
the world threw the worst of the worst at Christ, even death itself. For a
moment, the darkness may seem to be more powerful than the light,
but we remember the simple truth of John 1:5: “The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light.”

All of Christ arose: body, soul, and spirit. Every little bit of Christ
passed through death itself and found a place of life. The world is dark
and full of sorrow at times, but we follow a risen Savior who has shown
us that resurrection calls for all of us to come through. Although, in the
words of Paul, we may be changed, we shall be like Jesus in body,
soul, and spirit. We shall overcome.

The lamps we carry through this world can often seem small when
compared to the darkness, but friends the light has never been
overcome by the darkness. Consider for a moment, my friends, that we
are not the first people to mourn over the sins of the world. We wait for
Christ to return, but others waited for Christ to come in the firstplace.
Consider the words of longing found in Psalm 130.

130:1 I cry out to you from the depths, Lord—
2 my Lord, listen to my voice!

Let your ears pay close attention to my request for mercy!
3 If you kept track of sins, Lord—

my Lord, who would stand a chance?
4 But forgiveness is with you—

that’s why you are honored.

5 I hope, Lord.
My whole being hopes,



and I wait for God’s promise.
6 My whole being waits for my Lord—

more than the night watch waits for morning;
yes, more than the night watch waits for morning!

7 Israel, wait for the Lord!
Because faithful love is with the Lord;
because great redemption is with our God!

8 He is the one who will redeem Israel
from all its sin.

Friends, Christ has risen up to prepare a place for us. In a week, we
shall celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit. Today, we have clouds
and sky overhead and an invitation to believe. There is surely nothing
wrong with looking at the sky and wondering when Christ will return,
but we are also called to have faith. Look up, but realize that looking
too long may lead to someone poking you in the shoulder and asking
you why you’re staring at the clouds.

After all, while we wait to celebrate Pentecost, we are the people who
have already been sent to the ends of the earth. While we wait for
Christ to return, we are the people empowered to be witnesses. While
we wait for the True Light of the World to banish all of the shadows, we
are the ones who are called to carry our light into the world around us.
Yes, look at the clouds, but keep those lamps ready and carry the
gospel with you as you walk. Let us pray:


