Sermon for the Sunday after Ascension
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

JESUS said, Behold, I send the promise of my Father upon you:  but tarry ye in the city of Jerusalem, until ye be endued with power from on high.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
HOMILY:

In both the Gospel and Epistle readings this morning, we hear the warning of Jesus to the Apostles that they should wait in Jerusalem until they are visited by the Holy Ghost and are “endued with power” to take on their mission of carrying the Gospel to the whole world.

This “enduing with power” was the Baptism with the Holy Spirit that Jesus talked about:  “For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days hence.”

John Baptist had baptized many in the waters of the River Jordan, but as our Lord had earlier explained, John he baptized only with water, and not with the Holy Spirit, as he was not empowered to do so.  And the reason that John could not baptize with the Holy Spirit was that, during the time of his ministry, the Holy Spirit had not yet descended on the Church.  That occurred on the day of Pentecost, and ever since then, you and I, unlike John the Baptist, are empowered to baptize with the Holy Spirit, because when we baptize, we do so on behalf of the Church in which that Holy Spirit dwells.

This was also true of the Apostles after their experience on Pentecost.  With the greater Baptism of the Holy Spirit, however, the Apostles would be given the power of the Holy Spirit to share the Gospel, to preach the Word of God and to carry that Word to the entire world.

“But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you:  and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.”

This was a job that would require such strength, faith and courage that it could not be attempted successfully without the indwelling power of God.  The Apostles would face great personal tribulations and trials as they began to spread the Word.  Some would be imprisoned, some put in prison and some killed by stoning, by crucifixion or in other ways.
But despite the perils which faced them, and the great personal risks they took to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, the Apostles always had the promise of the Angels ringing in their ears:  “Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven? this same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven.”

This was a ringing reminder that the mission of Jesus was not finished, but was being handed to them to complete.  Jesus had planted His Church.  He had selected the first leaders of that Church, and had taught them.

Now it was up to them to carry what they had been taught to the rest of the world, as Jesus, having completed His work of defeating sin and evil and creating the pathway for mankind to return to God, now returned to Heaven to assume His place there. 

All that remained before the Apostles could begin their work was for the Holy Spirit to endue them with the power of the Spirit.  In the meantime, Jesus commanded them, “tarry ye in the city of Jerusalem, until ye be endued with power from on high.”

This they did, we are told, as “they worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy:  and were continually in the temple, praising and blessing God.”
  Despite the horrors of the Passion and Crucifixion, despite their fears and worries about the future, despite the fact that they knew they would soon face a hostile world, the Apostles found a reason for joy.

The reason for their joy was in what they had witnessed.  Jesus had overcome death and the grave.  He had, as He assured them in last week’s Gospel, “overcome the world,”
 giving them every reason to be of good cheer.

Jesus made it clear to them that He had done all that was done in order to save the world.  As He had promised them, “In my Father’s house are many mansions:  if it were not so, I would have told you.  I go to prepare a place for you.”

We share in that same promise.  We, too, have every reason to “be of good cheer.”  We share in the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, and we share in the mission that devolves from that Baptism.

We need not tarry, we need not delay.  All we need do is to do what our Lord has commanded us to do – to share the Good News of the Gospel and take part in spreading that Good News throughout the world, to all people everywhere.

When we do so, we may rest assured that we are following the charge our Lord gave to us.  Even when the task seems too much for us, we can rest assured that the Grace and power of the Holy Spirit will be with us and flow through us to enable us to carry on.
It is worth remembering that the last thing that Jesus said to His Apostles before being raised up to Glory was to bless them:  “And he led them out as far as to Bethany, and he lifted up his hands, and blessed them.  And it came to pass, while he blessed them, he was parted from them, and carried up into heaven.”

No less does He bless us when we do His will.

Let us pray.

Dear Lord, give us the courage and the grace to follow in the footsteps of Your Apostles who you sent first to Jerusalem to wait for the coming of the Holy Ghost, then to the furthermost parts of the world to spread your Gospel.  Let us, like them, face whatever adversity there may be in good cheer and with faith, and in Your time, bring us with all Your Saints into the joy of Your Eternal Kingdom.  This we pray through Your immeasurable mercy.  Amen.
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