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My son and daughter-in-law and their three children are coming over for afternoon tea this weekend and I have to admit I am really looking forward to it. For over two months we have barely seen them in person. We have had a few video chats and brief visits when the grandchildren stayed in the car, but no long face to face interaction. If there is one thing this pandemic has reminded many of us of, it is how heart-warming is it so spend face to face time together with the people who are important to us. 

Thankfully for many of us the isolation has or will come to an end and we can once again have those heart-warming experiences that we used to take for granted.

The disciples of Jesus loved spending face to face time with him, it didn’t just warm their hearts, their hearts burned within them when they spent time with him. Especially after he was raised back to life. For forty days many of his disciples experienced their hearts burning within them as they spent time with him. 

Then after 40 days, Jesus left them. He was taken up into heaven and was no longer physically present to them. Yes, for a moment they looked up longingly for Jesus, but then their joy overwhelmed them, they worshipped Jesus and went back to Jerusalem to continually praise God in the temple.

It seems strange at first. You would expect the disciples to be upset that Jesus had left them. He wasn’t going on a short trip overseas, they would not see him face to face for a very long time. Most likely they didn’t see him face to face again until they died and went to heaven. Yet they are not upset at all, instead they are full of joy. Why would the disciples be overjoyed that Jesus is leaving them? 

It wasn’t only the presence of Jesus that set their hearts alight, it was his words. Words that opened their minds to the Scriptures so that at last they understood that everything that happened to Jesus was not an accident but part of God’s plan for Jesus, for humanity and for the whole of creation. 
Jesus has opened their minds and now they know that the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus had to happen and they know his ascension into heaven is part of the same plan. Jesus has to ascend so that he can be present to the disciples in a new way. One day he will return but now for the sake of God’s plan and for the sake of the world, Jesus must remain in heaven.

We are told in scripture that God the Father is able to be present everywhere at all times. God’s presence fills the whole universe. When Jesus walked on the earth he was restricted to location at a time. He couldn’t be with the disciples in Jerusalem and the disciples in Bethany less than 3km away at the same time. When Jesus returned to God the Father he too was able to be present everywhere at all times. As Paul says in Ephesians 1:23, Jesus “fills everything in every way”. Instead of only being available to a few of his disciples in a particular location, now Jesus can be with all of his disciples, and with all people throughout the world and even the 9 people on the International Space Station. That is why he can promise to be with us always (Matt 28:20).

This is something to be joyful about. It means you don’t have to go looking for Jesus or go on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land to find him. Jesus will find you, he has found you! He knows where you are, and he is always with you.

During this pandemic many of us have experienced isolation and for some of you that also has meant experiencing loneliness. The ascension of Jesus to heaven, means that no matter how isolated you are, with Jesus you are never alone. In the midst of isolation, someone who loves you more than life itself is always with you.

Jesus is present everywhere which means you can pray to God, no matter where you are and know that Jesus is so close to you, he can even hear your whispers. Jesus is present everywhere which means he is also close to all those you are praying for. What a great comfort to know that when you pray for others, even though they may not be with you, even though they may be at the ends of the earth, Jesus is right there with them as you are praying for them, answering your prayers according to his will and for their good. 

Because Jesus is present everywhere even death cannot totally separate you from the people you love and care about. Jesus is present in heaven with all your loved ones who have died in Christ at the very same time as he is with you in your grief. This one of the reasons Holy Communion can be a real blessing when you are grieving. As you receive the body and blood of Christ your loved ones who have died are taking part in the same feast with Christ. In a very real sense those you grieve for are at the same table with you, feasting with Jesus. 

No wonder the disciples were full of Joy. 

There is something else to be joyfull about. Jesus’ ascension is also his exaltation. Paul puts it this way in his letter to the Ephesians, “[God] raised Christ from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every name that is invoked,” “And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything” Eph 1:20-22.

Jesus is in charge and this his means that the one who is in charge of the universe, the one who is in charge of the world, and the one who is in charge of your life is Jesus. The one who makes the final decisions and the one who has the authority to carry out those decisions is Jesus. When you pray to God, Jesus hears your prayers and it is Jesus who has the final say on how to answer them, because he is in charge. This is something to be joyful about, because it means the one in control of your life, the one listening to and answering your prayers is the one who loves you so much that he died for you. The one who is in charge of your life is the same man who healed the sick and helped the poor, the same person who showed justice, mercy and forgiveness.  The one who has experienced loneliness, betrayal, rejection, thirst, and even death.

At times the universe seems to be a heartless, harsh, unforgiving place. The ascension reminds us that no matter how hard and harsh life seems to be, at the very heart of the universe is the person who asked God to forgive those who crucified him and who when he was raised from the dead came with peace and forgiveness to the disciples who had denied and abandoned him. 

No wonder the disciples were full of joy when Jesus ascended. No wonder they worshipped him. No wonder they returned to the temple continually praising God.

When Jesus ascended the very last thing he did was to lift his hands and bless the disciples. As he was blessing them he left them and was taken up into heaven. That is the last image we have of Jesus on earth. Our Lord raising his hands and blessing his disciples. What a joy that must have been. Those who had betrayed, denied and abandoned Jesus as he hung on the cross, receiving peace and forgiveness and now blessing. What a joyful image for us too. What a great image for us to ponder as we think about our Lord, Jesus in heaven now with his hands raised blessing us, blessing you. This is good news to be joyful about and a message to pass on to others so that they too can turn to Jesus and receive the blessing of the one who stands with his hands raised blessing all people. Amen.
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