Sermon for the Feast of the Ascension

Today we celebrate the feast of the Ascension. It is important to consider it
separately from Jesus’ resurrection, as they mean differently things theologically. The
resurrection was a victory over death and mortality, and a demonstration of God's
love for humankind, but the ascension is a powerful declaration of Christ’s divinity.

Curiously, the Gospel passage does not mention the ascension — it is recounted in
the Acts of the Apostles. The Gospel passage we heard today are the final verses of
the Gospel according to Matthew. | think its concluding words are some of my
favourites in all of scripture — certainly | think it's the finest conclusion to a Gospel
you could write. “And remember, | am with you always, to the end of the age”. Jesus'’
final words to his disciples are words which send them out to minister to the people
of the world, encouraging them and sharing the love of God with all nations, and
remind them that he is with them. It is both empowering and filled with compassion.

He does not hint at or plainly comment on how difficult or hard the work might be,
but he promises that they will not be alone in their task. And it's not just in the work
— Jesus is with us all, always. His very incarnation declared him to be Emmanuel, God
with us, and that was not fleeting — it is a permanent promise. He is with us in the
wisdom we have received, in the lessons we have been taught, and in the love he
showed to all people, which reflects God's love.

The ascension is an interesting event to consider because it implies that when Jesus
ascends to heaven that he is no longer with us. But | cannot feel that is the case.
Terry Pratchett once wrote that “no one is finally dead until the ripples they cause in
the world die away”, and this is the case. Jesus’ words made ripples that will never
fade away, and those ripples contain both energy and movement which sustains and
encourages us here and now, millennia after he uttered those words to his disciples.

This is how he remains with us, and will remain with us, always. We have the ability
to look to his lessons, his words, his legacy, and to use them to shape our own
actions. This is how they continue to be relevant here and now, and give us a
purpose. They allow us to find meaning, because we are called to be people of grace
and kindness, and to put behind us those things which damage others and
ourselves.



One other interpretation you may glean from the Gospel passage is the call to
evangelism. To go and make disciples, baptising them into the faith, and spreading
the good news through all the world. People have used these verses as their
inspiration for missional and evangelistic work throughout the centuries. Yet | think
that the commandment to teach us possibly worth more emphasis than it may get.

When we teach, we demonstrate. We show the content of our lesson to those we

wish to teach. It is through practicality that much can be learned. So it is with faith.
When we demonstrate, through our words and actions, the love of God and God'’s
great compassion for us, we teach that great lesson of love, and it can be taken to
heart. This way the faith is shared in a powerful, live-giving and life-changing way.

So on the feast of the Ascension, we give thanks for the divinity of Christ, of his
coming among us for our redemption and salvation, and we look to his ongoing
presence with us, and the presence of the Spirit with us, as our guide and comforter
as we live out our calling. May God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, be with us.
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