Sunday May 27, 1990 Smhl 20

"ABSENT YET PRESENT” Acts 1:6-14

One of the more ancient creeds of the church IS
known as the “Apostle’s Creed. It is still
recited 1n many Christian worship services.

No doubt some of you memorized 1t. Here's

oW 1T goes.

T believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker
of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ
nis only son our Lord, who was concelvec

Oy the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified,
dead and buried. He descended into hell;
the third day he rose again from the dead;
he ascended into heaven and sitteth on the
right hand of God the Father Almighty. From
thence he shall come to judge the quick
and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirlt,
the one Holy Universal Church, the communion
of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the

resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting,

Amen.”

This creed 1s an attempt to state in a brief
form, the core or heart of the most essential
parts of the Christian faith,

There'’s one phrase in this creed that 1

want us to look at in particular today.
"He ascended into heaven.” In the scripture
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lesson read earlier, we heard the story
of what has come to be known as the "ascension
of Jesus.”

Some Christian churches, and especially

the Catholic Church still set aside a day

to remember the “"ascension of Jesus.” By
tradition, 1t always occurs 40 days after
Faster in the Christian calendar which means
1t takes place on a Thursday. JSince many

of us are accustomed to attending worship
services only on Sundays, 1t has become

for many Christians a forgotten festival.

But why did the early church set aside a
day to remember the “ascension?” What can
this story from the Book of Acts and this
phrase from the Apostle’s Creed possibly
mean?

Whenever I think of the Ascension, I can
still see in my mind’'s eye, a very large
picture which was painted on the back balcony
wall of the church where [ grew up., It
wasS a picture of Jesus in the clouds--but
as [ think about it, I never knew for sure
if he was ascending into heaven, or if he
was returning to the earth,

On the surface the story seems to belong

to @ kind of pre-scientific age when people
nellieved the earth was flat and God and
neaven were somewhere up there and the
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the experience of the Ascension because

sald something ve

"y significant to them

1t

about Jesus and about their own responsibility
as followers of Christ.
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of Jesus for us today?
search,

words.,

Af te
af te

let’s first try to c
experience of the ascension In different

- the death and
- finding the empty tomb, we

testimony of the disciples that t

the presence of Jesus in a number of par
nlaces.
N would disappear and woL
in another place.

times
place,

anc
the

on him 1in

depenc

ed O

T

L~

uch t
Nim

He was witlr

e same way as th

vefore he was cru

To help us 1In oL
escribe the

resurrection of JesL

=

|~

then

ave tr

S:
&

ey experienced

in o
1d ap

However in a few days or weeks, a change
took place,

We don't
all of a sudden, or mo
change was that Jesus was no longer with
them in a visible bodily sense so that they

know if it happene
e gradually. The

ticular
ne
Dear

The disciples still depended
ey hac
cified,

d

could say, “There is Jesus over there, or

here he 1s.”
this change in relationshi
upon him by saying he

D and ¢

nad “ascenc

he early church expressed

ependency
edlll

ol lowing this change, something else happened.
Now they began to experience Jesus as a



Page 5

power or spirit within them and among them.
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It often takes distance in time as well
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as 1n space to give us perspective, |If
We are always very close to an event or

person, we cannot always see that event
O person most clearly.

When Lincoln’s Gettysburg address was first
spoken, 1t was characterized In some American
newspapers as a cheap political harangue

that desecrated the soldier’s graves, but
distance now has helped to see 1t more clearly.

Jesus said more than one time to his disciples,

"What I am doing now vou do not understand,
but afterward vyou will understand.” How

true that is of much of life. There are

SO many things we cannot truly understanc
while we are in the midst of them or wher
we &re so close to them., It’s something
l1ke looking at one tiny part of a large
mep very close without being able to see
what 1s all around 1t. It doesn’t make

much sense until you back away and then

see the small part in the perspective of
all the rest of the map around It.

Jesus had been with his disciples for several
years in a very close and intimate relationship.
He had tried to show them and tell them

In many different ways that he and God were
intimately related. He wanted them to understand
if they knew him, they would know God also,

but they did not get it. At the last supper

in frustration, Philip said, ”"Show us God
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home where I grew up did I truly begin to
appreciate it for what it was. Then I saw
it in a different light.

When a mother and father think of their
children who have left home; when a child
remembers his or her parents; when a husband
and wife call each other to mind during
periods of absence; when friends recall
their friends; 1t 1s often the very best
that is called forth and it 1s the real
beauty of the other that bregks forth 1nto
consciousriess,

5. Note thirdly, that the absence of Jesus
was also necessary 1f his followers were
to have their freedom and responsibility
safeguarded. The testing of their faith
required his absence. Their patlience anc
figelity could not be adequately measurec
unless he was gone from them,

If they are to learn to carry thelr own
cross, they had to do it when he was not
there, If they are to bear the burdens
of others, sweating and agonizing under

the load, Jesus must not be SO near, SO
immediately available, as to provide an
easy escape. The ascension of Jesus 1S

for their sake and ours,

The gooa news 1s that the disciples discovered
and we can discover that although Christ

was absent in the usual sense of their having
known him, he was and 1S very much present
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for every little decision and need, 1t is
first then that they really begin to mature
and to become individuals in their own right.
Of tentimes, it is only then that they begir
to feel free enough to put to use what they
have learned from their parents. And soO
the parents are absent yet present in a

new way. It is not until then that the
parents also begin to see their children

asS mature adults who can make it on their
oOwWnN,

And in the other relationships of life,
sometimes the individuals who are the center

of things have to get out of the center

for as time so that the others arouna them

can get to work and discover they have abilities
and gifts that are valuable., Then they

usually begin to put to use what they have
learned from the one who was in the center.

S0 that person who &s in the center is absent
yet present In a new way,

The ascension reminds us that sometimes

God seems to disappear In order to put us

on our own. God wants persons, not puppets.
And vet God never leaves us completely alone.
Even when God is absent, God is present,




