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Luke 24:44-53, NRSV 

 Then Jesus said to the disciples, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 

with you—that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms 

must be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, 

‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and 

that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning 

from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And see, I am sending upon you what my 

Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’  

 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them. While 

he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven. And they 

worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the 

temple blessing God. 

 
he reading from Luke’s gospel that Kris just shared with us covers the last ten 
verses of the gospel. The story of Jesus’ Ascension provides a fitting conclusion to 
the story. As Jesus is dramatically lifted up into the heavens, the disciples worship 

him, and then run off with great joy. All in all, it’s a very promising and hopeful ending. 
The reading from Acts 1 that I’m about to share also tells the story of Jesus’ 

Ascension. As many of you know, Acts and Luke were written by the same author—
basically, they’re volume 1 and 2 of the Jesus’ life and of the early church. But as I read this 
passage, please note the very different tone of this story. 

Now, rather than being the conclusion of the story, the Ascension is the beginning 
of a new venture. the commencement of a new and risky journey of faith. Listen again for 
God’s word from Acts 1:1-12a: 

 

Acts 1:1-12a, NRSV 

In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the 

beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the 

Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. After his suffering he presented himself alive to 

them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the 

kingdom of God. While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait 

there for the promise of the Father. “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John 

baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” 

So when they had come together they asked him, “Lord, is this the time when you will 

restore the kingdom to Israel?” He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that 

the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 
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come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 

ends of the earth.” 

When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out 

of their sight. While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in 

white robes stood by them. They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward 

heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as 

you saw him go into heaven.” 

Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem. 

 

t’s hard to believe now, but for centuries the celebration of Jesus’ Ascension ranked up 
there with Christmas and Easter as one of the three great feasts in the Christian 
calendar. In some countries, Ascension Day is still celebrated as a national holiday. 

And other Christian traditions hold special celebrations to mark the day. 
Today, though, most in the U.S. barely recognize or acknowledge it (compared with 

Christmas & Easter). There are a couple of reasons why Ascension Day largely forgotten: 1) 
There’s no great cultural or civil celebration in US (i.e. no shopping season!) 2) Rather than 
a welcoming event (like the new-born Jesus or the Resurrected Christ), the Ascension is a 
story of departure and loss. 

Let’s recap what’s just happened: For the disciples, it looked like the hard times 
were behind them. After all, they had made it through Jesus’ persecution and crucifixion, on 
to the triumph of the resurrection. Now Jesus, the Risen, resurrected Son of God, had been 
with them for 40 days— more than five weeks! Life is good, the future is bright, and the 
road ahead looks smooth and easy. If ever a group had good reason for confidence in the 
future, it was this group. After all, the very Lord of all Creation was their companion! 

You hear this confidence (maybe even cockiness?) expressed in Acts 1:6, when they 
come together and the disciples ask Jesus, “Lord, is this when you’ll restore the kingdom of 
Israel?” In other words, they ask, Is this when we cash in on our faith? Is this when being a 
disciple pays off in a real-world, tangible way? Is this when we take over and get the spoils 
of our victory? 

Jesus’ response is stunning, and it shatters their expectations. First, he says, the 
timing of God’s coming kingdom is none of their business. “Uh oh,” you can almost hear 
them say. No, Jesus days, this not is a time to revel in power and glory. Instead, he has a job 
for them to do. By the power of the Spirit, they are to be his witnesses to all the world. 

And after dropping this bombshell, Jesus disappears into the heavens, leaving the 
stunned disciples gazing up into the sky. Well, maybe from that perspective we can see why 
the Ascension has fallen out of favor in our culture and in our churches! What’s there to 
celebrate in Jesus slapping down his disciples and abruptly leaving? 

One commentator correctly asks: “Who wants to mark the day that Jesus went out of 
this world, never to be seen again? As I mentioned last week, many of us struggle to find the 
presence of God, so the one thing we do not need is a day to remind us of God’s absence. 

The Ascension is a hard story because it is a story about letting go. It’s about 
clearing out a space so that something new can take root, can flourish. And this letting is 
not easy. It is, in fact, a discipline that is only learned through practice. The pastor and 
author Barbara Brown Taylor observes this: 
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“If Jesus’ disciples had had it their way, they would probably have tied Jesus up 
so that he could not have gotten away from them…That way, they would have 
known where to find him forever. Only that is not how it happened. Instead, he 
went away—he was taken away—and they stood looking up toward heaven. 
Then they stopped looking up toward heaven, looked at each other instead, and 
got on with the business of being the church.”  
 
A few years ago I came across a book by an author named Philip Simmons titled, 

Learning to Fall—The Blessings of an Imperfect Life. Simmons was a creative writing teacher 
who, at the age of 35, was diagnosed with ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease). One of the chapters in 
his book is titled “Mud Season.” He reflects on the messiness of life and the life of Jesus 
using the image of the early spring mud that overtakes his New Hampshire town each year. 

“The example of Jesus, and the experience of mud season” Simmons writes, “Remind me 
of a harsher truth: to be reborn, we first must die. The way to Jerusalem lies through the mud. 
Dying, like mud, can take many forms, but every death, in the sense I mean, is a letting go. 

We let go of ambition, of pride of ego. We let go of relationships, of perfect health, of 
loved ones who go before us to their own deaths. We let go of insisting that the world be a 
certain way. Letting go of any of these things can seem the failure of every design,  the loss of 
every cherished hope. 

But in letting them go, we may also let go fear, we may let go our white-knuckled grip 
on a life that never seems to meet our expectations, let go our anguished hold on smaller 
selves our spirits have outgrown. We may feel at times that we have let go of life itself, only to 
find ourselves in a new one—freer, roomier, more joyful than we could have imagined.” 

He goes on to note: “When we learn to fall, we learn that only by letting go our grip on 
all that we ordinarily find most precious—our achievements, our plans, our loved ones, our 
very selves—only then can we find, ultimately, the most profound freedom. In the act of letting 
go of our lives, we return more fully to them.” 

 
The same profound freedom found in the act of letting go is at the very heart of this 

Ascension story. Jesus knows that only by leaving his disciples, only by parting company 
with them, will they be empowered to do their work as witnesses to God’s kingdom. Only 
his departure would allow them to fulfill their task as disciples. 

Jesus affirms today something we all know: that life is often difficult, filled with 
times of confusion and chaos. And yet, it is exactly those moments of crisis where faith is 
called forth.  The risen Jesus, triumphant gives a tender, compassionate lesson: Grace 
blossoms in affliction, triumph arises out of failure, and hope abounds amidst struggle—
such is the truth of the kingdom of God. 

And this is why I believe that Luke, alone among the gospel writers, includes the 
Ascension story. Because he was writing the on-going story of the early church. He knew 
that there had to be a transition from the time of Jesus after-resurrection appearances and 
the coming of the Holy Spirit. The Ascension is that time. 

The Ascension is the crisis that prepares the ground for the Spirit at Pentecost. “The 
followers became leaders, the listeners became preachers, the converts became missionaries, 
the healed became healers.  The disciples became apostles, witnesses of the risen Lord by the 
power of the Holy Spirit, and nothing was ever the same again.” (Barbara Brown Taylor) 
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So here’s my take: I don’t know what it’s like to see Jesus ascend in the heavens,  but 
I do know something about mud season, especially in these turbulent and frightening 
times. A mud season where we have been forced to let go of some many things. 

The story of Jesus’ Ascension invites us into our own disciplines of letting—letting 
go of those things that we cling to instead of our faith in God— idols, false security 
blankets; things that end up been holding us hostage. But in the letting go, something new 
and unexpected us given life. 

Back in 2008 a fire hit the Bonny Doon Ecological Reserve, 12 miles northwest of 
Santa Cruz. It is one of the state’s more unusual natural landmarks: an ancient marine 
terrace, where sharks teeth and fossilized sand dollar are still found. 

More importantly, the property was home to several rare species found almost 
nowhere else in the world: groves of stately Santa Cruz cypress trees along with two 
endangered flowers, the Ben Lomond spineflower and the Santa Cruz wallflower. 

The wildfire roared through 80 acres of the reserve, raising concerns that it was so 
hot and devastating that nothing would survive. A biologist commented, “At first, we 
thought, ‘Oh no, the fire burned so hot it sterilized the soil, and nothing will grow back.” 

One year later, though, the scene 
was transformed. Lush bracken ferns grew 
knee-high on the fire-scarred land, their 
feathery, green leaves contrasting with the 
charcoal-black tree branches, trunks and 
stumps. Millions of tiny Santa Cruz cypress 
trees, each only an inch tall, sprouted 
through the ash. 

You see, the fire had opened the 
cones of the Santa Cruz cypress trees, 
releasing seeds. Likewise, the endangered 
wallflowers and spineflowers are just green stubs, but should unleash their pink and 
yellow blooms in the next year. While the endangered flowers burned, they were able to 
regrow from seeds dropped over the years that were still viable in the soil. 

The fire helped them by providing nutrient-rich ash, and by removing brush, pine 
needles and tall grasses, allowing more sunlight to reach the ground. Even in the midst the 
most terrible circumstances, something that sparks of hope and new life arise. 

Let’s close with a brief prayer exercise: First, hold your hands tight or clasp your 
arms to your body, and pray about what you’re holding on to. Now, open your hands, 
loosen your arms, and ask God what needs to be released what can receive. 

As we go back into the world, friends, may the Lord bless us with the discipline of 
letting of all the holds us down. Amen. 

Santa Crus Cypress Tree 


