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Left Behind . . . for Good
Luke 24:44-53; Acts 1:1-11

There are some topics in the Bible that I would rather not address in a
sermon.  The subject matter may be too confusing, too graphic, or simply too
bizarre to treat adequately in fifteen or twenty minutes.

I thought about this reality last week as I began preparing to preach on
the Ascension of Christ.  I have probably preached twenty or more sermons
on this passage from Acts, most of which you have heard.  My focus,
however, has always been on the command of Jesus to go throughout the
world spreading the Gospel rather than on the Ascension itself.  After all, how
do you explain Jesus’ ascension into heaven?  Did Jesus blast off from the
earth like Buck Rogers?  Did he zoom off like Superman or fly away like Peter
Pan?  Did Jesus merely float away like a helium balloon that slips out of a
child’s hand and rises carelessly into the sky?  How did he leave . . . and
where did he go?  How do you explain something like the ascension?

There are many strange stories in the Bible that are unexplainable. 
Think about the parting of the Red Sea, the burning bush that is never
consumed, the Immaculate Conception, the turning of water into wine, or the
resurrection of the dead.  I have learned that we can spend a lot of time trying
to explain the unexplainable when what we need to do is think about why
these stories are included in scripture and what they mean for us.

The Ascension of Jesus is obviously important because Luke tells it
twice–first in his gospel and second in the Acts of the Apostles.  Certainly it
is important because it carries with it Jesus’ command for his disciples
(ourselves included) to take the Gospel to the world.  It is important for other
reasons as well, namely, why did Jesus have to leave?  And why did Jesus
leave in this manner?

This time of year is packed with important events in our lives.  Today is
Mother’s Day when we celebrate the gift that our mother is to us.  In a little
over a month we will celebrate Father’s Day.  Throughout this month we will
rejoice with people who are graduating from preschool to high school to
college and graduate school.  Often when such events happen, we look back



over our lives and wonder where all of the years have gone.  Mothers and
fathers wonder what happened to the years between childhood and
adulthood.  As we watch our children walk across a stage and receive a
diploma, it seems like only a year or so ago that we took her to kindergarten
and left her behind to learn colors and numbers and how to read.  It seems
like only a few months ago that we took him off to college and left him behind
to learn about the world and his place in it.  As I think about it, there are many
times that we take our children someplace and leave them behind–school,
camp, sleep overs, church trips.  It seems that in order to help our children
mature and grow, we have to do quite a bit of “leaving behind.”

We all know how emotionally difficult leaving a child behind can be.  We
are painfully reminded that our children no longer need us in all the ways they
once did.  We want them to grow up, to become self-sufficient, and to emerge
into the women and men God created them to be, but in order to do that, we
have to leave them behind.

The Ascension of Christ is all about our being left behind.  This term “left
behind” became popular a few years ago through a series of books which
attempted to address what might happen at the end of time when Christ
returns.  The books and movies that emerged from them dealt with the issue
of some people being left behind when Christ returns because they do not
believe.  That concept of being left behind is based upon fear.  The author
excised one portion of scripture to create scenes of cars crashing driverless,
of classrooms suddenly having no teachers, and of airplanes hurtling to the
ground because these people suddenly vanished in the rapture, leaving
everyone else behind.  In this sense, being left behind is not good news.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, however, is good news.  Just as parents
have to leave their children behind in order for them to grow and mature,
Jesus also had to leave his disciples behind.  It could not have been easy for
him.  For three years they had traveled and worked together.  They were his
closest friends and despite all of the frustrations and struggles they had
endured, he loved them dearly.  Still he had to leave them behind.

In this context, being left behind by Jesus’ ascension into heaven is
good news and not condemnation.  David Lose, a professor of preaching,
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helped me to appreciate this fact in an article he wrote a couple of years ago.1 
There is a tendency of some people to see everything in a negative light. 
Thus, in some popular opinions, being “left behind” by Christ means that you
missed out and blew your chance for salvation.  When applied to the
Ascension, however, this attitude does not prevail.  We are left behind for
good–for our good and for the good of the world.

We walk away from our children at kindergarten or camp or college for
their good.  They need opportunities in which they can grow into themselves. 
They need to encounter new ideas, to learn to handle challenges by
themselves, to meet new people, and to discover that this world is much
larger than they ever imagined and at the same time much smaller than ever
before.  They need to experience the vast range of experience God offers to
us and to recognize the kinship we share with people the world over.  Our
children need to experience the fullness of life and try on the person they are
becoming.

So do we.  As Christians, we do not assume that we have reached our
full potential.  We recognize that, regardless of age, we continue to grow and
mature into the likeness of Christ by learning to think and act as he did.

While I cannot begin to explain the “how” or “what” of the Ascension, I
believe that it took place in so dramatic a manner so that there would be no
doubt that Jesus was gone.  During the forty days following his resurrection
Jesus appeared numerous times to his followers.  He might appear at any
moment–in a locked upper room, on the road to the next little town, by the
seashore while his friends were fishing.  Had Jesus simply walked away on
that day when they traveled out to Bethany, the disciples would have
expected him to show up again the next day or the day after.  There would
always have been the question of where had he gone and what had
happened to him.  They likely would not have taken the initiative to begin
sharing the Gospel on their own.  They might not have tried the Gospel on for
themselves and grown into it.

We know that if we never leave our children behind they will never learn
to think and act for themselves.  Periodically, we will hear of a mother who
hovers, controls, and tries to prevent her child from growing up.  That child will
have to struggle to gain enough freedom to grow up.  A good mother,

1David Lose, “Left Behind for Good,” Working Preacher, (May 29, 2011); available online at:
www.workingpreacher.org.
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however, encourages growth and independence.  She looks for opportunities
for her child to learn about life and safely test their judgment and abilities. 
She is willing to leave her child behind so that they will move forward into life.

The Ascension, as unlikely as it may seem to us, serves as a
demarcation point.  From that time forward, Jesus, as they had known him,
was no longer present.  They were left behind because there was work to do,
places to go, a Gospel to proclaim.

They were not, however, abandoned, and God made provision to
remind them of that fact, too.  We are told that Jesus was taken up into a
cloud.  Throughout Hebrew history, God had used the image of a cloud to
represent his presence among his people.  During the Exodus and sojourn in
the desert, a cloud during the day and a pillar of fire at night reminded Israel
that God was with them.  Jesus’ being taken up into a cloud was a clear
statement to the disciples that Jesus had not abandoned them but that God
would continue to be with them through the gift of the Holy Spirit.

It was important for Jesus to leave us behind for another reason–for his
own sake.  It was essential that Jesus depart so that God in his Oneness
could be whole and the Spirit could dwell with us forever.

Deborah and I often talk about the time a couple of years ago when
Catherine left to go study in China for the summer.  After we said our
goodbyes, she went through security, gathered her things, and turned around
to wave goodbye.  Then she headed straight for the escalator and was gone. 
There was no lingering, no repeated looking back.  On that occasion, she left
us behind so that she could more fully become  who she was created to be. 
Sometimes we have to be left behind.

We are left behind for good, not “for good” in the sense of forever, but
for the good of ourselves and the world.  We are left behind to mature, to
experience life, and to grow into the likeness of Christ.  We are left behind to
share the Gospel, to meet needs around us, to change the world moment by
moment.  It is important to remember, as Luke tells us, that as he was
leaving, Jesus was blessing the disciples.  The purpose of this story as
recounted in scripture is as a blessing upon those first believers and upon us
as well.  The blessing continues and never ceases.2

2Mark Tranvik, “Commentary on Luke 24:44-53,” Working Preacher, (May 12, 2013); available online
at: www.workingpreacher.org.
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Today or tomorrow or sometime this week, take a few minutes and think
about your life.  In what ways have you grown because you had to learn to do
things yourself?  When were you “left behind” and how did the experience
benefit you?  How has your independence caused you to depend on God all
the more?

Think about the day you have just lived.  In what ways did your life
honor God?  What did you do to help someone else?  Did you listen to
someone who needed to talk?  Did you do an act of kindness for a stranger? 
Did you pray for someone in need?  Did you thank God for the blessings of
life?  Did you somehow communicate God’s love to another person?

We are left behind because we have a purpose on this earth.  We are
left behind for good.  Don’t waste your time gazing into the sky trying to figure
out how Jesus left the earth.  Recognize that he left for our own good.  Don’t
worry so much about when he will return at the end of the age.  Instead,
commit yourself to the Gospel and go and tell the Good News in all that you
say and all that you do!  Live the Good News that Jesus has left us behind. 
Amen.
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May 12, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Holy and Merciful God,  we come to you through the invitation of your
love and lift our hearts to you in prayer and praise. As a mother gives life and
nourishment to her children, so you watch over your Church, nurturing and
sustaining us for the journey of faith.   We thank you for the beautiful
relationships in which our lives are rooted, for mothers who cradled us in love
before we were yet born, for arms that held us, and for care and
encouragement that willed our thriving.  We offer thanks, too, that we received
first, from those who love us best, the lessons that brought growth and
maturity and that continue to guide us. But we recognize even with the
importance of these kinships and connections, that our relationship with you
is the source and purpose for all of life.  In each day, each relationship, each
opportunity, O God, we receive generous blessings from your hand, and we
offer our thanks and praise.

And we praise you, too, Gracious God, that our risen and ascended
Christ left us with his example of how to live and how to love and with a call
for us to become witnesses to your mercy and partners in the work of your
kingdom.  Even as we have been loved, we pray that you would teach us to
love one another.  Hear our prayers for all who are wounded in body and in
spirit and long to be made whole.  Hear our prayers for those who suffer
because of violence or persecution or neglect.  Hear our prayers for those
trapped in a cycle of poverty or hunger or addiction.  Hear our prayers for
those who are consumed by loneliness or despair.  May we have the grace
and the courage to bring healing where there is pain, peace where there is
unrest, mercy where there is suffering, and light where there is darkness. 
Make of us your instruments that we might join in your redemptive work for
the sake of our brothers and sisters everywhere. Bless us with such grace
that our lives may become a blessing for the world now and in the age to
come.   Through Jesus Christ our Lord who lives and reigns with you and the
Holy Spirit, one God forever and ever.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


